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Abstract 
Adopting both qualitative and quantitative approaches with an element of triangulation, 
the present research aimed to investigate: 1) Hong Kong EFL learners' and teachers' 
beliefs about English learning; 2) mismatches in English learning beliefs between 
teachers and students; 3) the relationship between individual learning beliefs and English 
proficiency; and 4) sources of their English learning beliefs. The study was divided into 
two phases. In the first phase, a 34-item survey was distributed to 244 first-year 
engineering undergraduate students at the Chinese University of Hong Kong; 225 valid 
questionnaires were processed. In the second phase, based on the survey results, nine 
participants who completed the survey (three from each different proficiency levels) were 
invited for semi-structured interviews. Data collected in the large-scale survey were 
analyzed using SPSS 11.0-descriptive statistics, and Pearson correlation, to examine 
learner beliefs about English learning, and its relationship with language proficiency. 
Data collected by way of semi-structured interviews were subjected to a thematic analysis 
to explore the origins of their English learning beliefs. 
The major findings were: the majority of student participants endorsed the concept of 
foreign language aptitude, but only a minority believed that they themselves possessed a 
special ability for foreign language learning. The majority supported the concept of a 
language learning difficulty hierarchy. Half rated English as a language of medium 
difficulty, but many learners either overestimated or underestimated the difficulty of 
foreign language learning. Influenced by a traditional orientation to language teaching, 
more than half agreed that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of learning a 
lot of new vocabulary or grammar rules. As for teacher participants, half endorsed the 
concept of foreign language aptitude. Like students, the majority of them supported the 
concept of a language learning difficulty hierarchy, and rated English as a language of 
medium difficulty. The majority of teacher participants disagreed that learning a foreign 
language was mostly a matter of learning many grammar rules or translating from 
Chinese. With regard to mismatched beliefs about English learning between students and 
teachers, the study found differences regarding: the role of gender and intelligence in the 
language learning process, the difficulty of foreign language learning, and the focus of 
foreign language learning. The results were similar to those of Peacock (1999). 
As for the relationship between individual learning beliefs of students and language 
proficiency, belief in foreign language aptitude was positively associated with language 
proficiency; By contrast, the beliefs that "English is an easy language", and that "learning 
a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary or translating 
from Chinese", were negatively associated with language proficiency. The results 
partially supported Peacock's (1999) finding. 
The study found that learner beliefs about English learning were shaped by previous 
and current language learning experiences at school, previous and current social 
experiences, and self-related factors (e.g., mode of self analysis, self-knowledge). Based 
on these findings, pedagogical implications were discussed, focusing on ways to enhance 
the teaching and learning of English in Hong Kong. In addition to contributing to the 
literature on beliefs about language learning in Hong Kong, the present research 
suggested some areas for future research. 
II 
中文摘要 
採用定量與定性相結合的研究方法，本研究旨在探討以下四個問题： 1 )香港 
大學生英語學習觀念的總體表現； 2 )教師與學生在英語學習觀念上的差異； 3 )英 
語學習觀念與語言水平的關係；以及 4 )形成英語學習觀念的因素。本研究分為兩 
個階段。在第一階段，2 4 4名香港中文大學一年級新生參與回答了包含3 4項陳述句 
的問卷調查。在第二階段，基於問卷調查的結果，對九名學生（高，中，低，英語 
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INTRODUCTION 
Learners' preconceived notions about language learning have received a lot of attention 
in recent years. Since Horwitz's pioneering study in 1985, research has found that 
learning beliefs play a key role in learners' process of language learning and have the 
potential to influence learners' behavior and language achievement (Abraham and Vann, 
1987; Horwitz, 1987, 1988; Wenden, 1986, 1987; Riley, 1996; Yang, 1999; Cotlerall, 
1999; Diab, 2006). In addition, previous researchers (e.g., Horwitz, 1988; 
Mantle-Bromley, 1995) indicated that certain learning beliefs were detrimental to 
learners' language learning. However, few studies have been conducted to test this idea 
(Peacock, 1999). Therefore, we had little knowledge on how specifically learning beliefs 
were related to learning outcomes. 
Peacock (1999) found that there existed several specific mismatched learning beliefs 
between students and teachers, which could be an impediment to successful language 
learning. The question must be raised about the best ways to modify or eliminate them 
and more research is needed on this aspect to more fully understand the relationship 
between these mismatched learning beliefs and learners' language proficiency level. 
In addition, Peacock (1999) was the first to explore the origin of beliefs about 
language learning. Since his study only used one interview question to investigate this 
issue, the findings cannot provide a complete picture. Without understanding the shaping 
process or origins of learning beliefs, it would be difficult for language teachers to change 
those that were detrimental to language learning. In response to the scarcity of research 
on these issues, the present study was carried out to find the relationship between 
individual learning beliefs and language proficiency, and identify factors shaping learning 
beliefs. 
To investigate the issues illustrated above, the following research questions about 
learners' beliefs about language 丨earning were formulated. 
1. What are the language learning beliefs of EFL students (and teachers) in the 
Technical Communication course in the ELTU (English Language Teaching Unit) at 
CUHK? When compared with other studies, are they specific to this learning context? 
2. What are the sources of these students' beliefs about English learning? 
3. Are there mismatches in beliefs about language leaning between these students and 
teachers? If yes, will the findings confirm those found in Peacock's 1999 study? 
4. Is there an association between certain individual beliefs about language learning 
and proficiency? If yes, will the findings be similar to those found in Peacock (1999)? 
This study aimed to explore the beliefs about language learning of Hong Kong EFL 
engineering university students, to provide insights into students' preconceived ideas 
about how languages are learned and how they should be taught. As Horwitz (1999) has 
suggested, teachers have an inherent interest in the more general aspect of learner beliefs, 
since they cannot tailor instruction to each individual belief of each individual student 
when they face classes with a large number of students. The present study aimed to 
provide a deeper understanding of students' pre-existing belief systems; this information 
should help them manage the major differences in learning beliefs among their students. 
In addition, knowledge of the relationship of learners' beliefs about language learning 
and their language proficiency should provide teachers with more understanding of how 
learners' beliefs about language learning relate to their students' proficiency and language 
learning. The present research would identify the relationship between individual learning 
beliefs and proficiency levels. This would make teachers differentiate positive and 
negative learning beliefs, and help them remove those beliefs that were detrimental to 
language learning and encourage appropriate beliefs so as to improve students' language 
achievement and therefore further contribute to students' continuing motivation to learn a 
second language. 
Teachers sometimes find that some students feel dissatisfied or frustrated with certain 
tasks that they carry out in class. The mismatches in learning beliefs between teachers 
and students identified by the study may help explain why some students are not willing 
to receive the information and techniques presented in the classroom. The findings offer 
insights into students' preconceptions about language learning that were not in 
consonance with their teachers. Research of this nature can inform teachers of aspects of 
their teaching that need to be changed in order to be compatible with their students' 
beliefs. 
Data collected from semi-structured interviews aimed to discover when and how 
learners acquired their learning beliefs and how stable their learning beliefs were. This 
would help them reflect the factors that influenced the shaping of their learning beliefs. If 
learners have any beliefs about language learning that may negatively affect language 
learning, it is important for language teachers to provide guidance to help them change. 
Findings on the origin of EFL student belief can provide program instructors with 
accesses to change inappropriate learning beliefs that learners held. 
The thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter One includes a brief introduction of the 
background of the study and the rationale for conducting the present study. Chapter Two 
begins with a review of existing theories on learning beliefs, including the definitions and 
underlying constructs. Secondly, approaches adopted to investigate learning beliefs are 
discussed. Thirdly, previous and current research directions on learning beliefs are 
reviewed. Chapter Three describes the design of the present study: the context of 
conducting the study, selection of participants, the data collection procedures and the 
method of data analysis. Chapter Four reports on the results of the surveys, including the 
general tendency of Hong Kong learners' and teachers' learning beliefs, the mismatches 
between them, and the relationship between individual learning beliefs (and in 
particularly, mismatched beliefs between teachers and students) and learners' language 
proficiency. Chapter Five focuses on identifying sources of learners' learning beliefs. 
Chapter Six offers a summary of the research findings, the implications, the limitations of 
the research and suggestions for future research. 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Introduction 
In recent years, the deeply held beliefs that most learners have about second or foreign 
language learning have received a lot of attention from educators and linguists. Many 
researchers have suggested that learners’ preconceived beliefs about language learning 
have a profound influence on the way they learn a second language, their learning 
experiences and achievement in language learning (Abraham and Vann, 1987; Horwitz, 
1987, 1988; Wenden, 1986，1987; Riley, 1996; Yang, 1999; Cotterall, 1999; Diab, 2006). 
The relationship between learning beliefs and other learner variables has also 
emerged as a major concern of researchers. It has been proved to be linked to other 
learner variables, mainly (1) language learning strategies (Horwitz, 1987, 1988; Park, 
1995; Wenden, 1986，1987; Yang, 1992); (2) foreign language anxiety (Horwitz, 1988, 
1989; Horwitz et al., 1986; Kunt, 1997; Oh, 1996; Truitt, 1995; Young, 1992); (3) 
motivation (Cohen and Dornyei, 2002; Zimmerman and Schunk, 2001); and (4) learner 
autonomy (Cotterall, 1995). 
Then what are learning beliefs? What are the approaches used to examine them? 
What are the factors that influence and shape learners' beliefs about language learning? 
How could learning beliefs affect language learning outcomes? 
In order to answer these questions, this chapter reviews learning belief theories and 
research over the past years. Section 2.2 introduces and clarifies some basic concepts and 
terms related to beliefs research. Section 2.3 documents approaches commonly employed 
to investigate learners' beliefs about language learning. Weaknesses and advantages of 
each approach are also discussed. Section 2.4 reviews empirical studies in applied 
linguistics that have investigated sources of learning beliefs, the impact of culture on 
learning beliefs, mismatches between teachers' and students' learning beliefs, and the 
relationship between learning beliefs and proficiency level. Section 2.5 is mainly 
concerned with the identification of gaps in the research, providing the rationale for the 
present study. Section 2.6 summarizes the key points in the chapter. • 
2.2 Research-driven Theories of Language 
Learning Beliefs 
2.2.1 Definition of Beliefs about Language Learning 
Early studies of good language learners and their strategy use (e.g., Rubin, 1975; Naiman 
et al, 1978) indicate that learners' preconceived language learning beliefs influence how 
they deal with language learning in reality. Since Horwitz's pioneering study in 1987, 
research conducted on this direction has greatly increased. However, although learning 
beliefs have been investigated for some thirty years, defining it is still difficult because 
different researchers have different understandings of this construct. Consequently, there is 
a profusion of definitions and terms as is summarized in Table 2.1. 
Fable 2.1: Different Terms and Definitions on Beliefs about Language Learning 
Terms Def ini t ions 
Folklinguistic theories of 
learning (Miller & 
Ginsberg, 1995) 
"Ideas that students have about language and language learning." (p. 2 9 4 ) 
Learner representations 
(Holec , 1987) 
"Learners' entering assumptions about their roles and functions of teachers 
and teaching materials." (p. 152) 
Represenial ions (Riley, 
1 9 8 9 , 1 9 9 4 ) 
"Popular ideas about the nature of language and languages, language 
structure and language use, the relationship between thought and language, 
identity and language, language and intell igence, language and learning, and 
so so . " (1994 , P .8) 
Learners' philosophy of 
language learning 
(Al)niham & Vami，1987) 
"Bel iefs about how language operates, and, consequently , h o w it is learned.” 
(p. 195) 
Metacogni i ive knowledge 
(Wenden, 1986a) 
"The stable, statable although somet imes incorrect knowledge ihat learners 
have acquired aboui language, learning and ihe language learning process; 
also referred to as knowledge or concepts aboui language learning or learner 
beliefs; there are three kinds: person, task and strategic knowledge ." (p. 163) 
Bel ie fs (Wenden, 1986) "Opinions which are based on experience and the opinions of respected 
others, which inf luence the way ihey (students) aci." (p. 5) 
Cultural be l ie fs (Gardner, 
1988) 
"Expeclal ions in ihe minds of teachers, parents and students concerning the 
entire second language acquisition task." (p. 110) 
Learning culture (Riley, 
1997). 
‘‘A set of representations, bel iefs and values related lo learning thai direcily 
inf luences (students') learning behaviour." (p. 122) 
Culture of learning 
languages (Barcelos , 
1995) 
"Learners' intuitive implicit (or explicit) knowledge made of bel iefs , myths, 
cultural assumptions and ideals about how lo learn languages. This 
knowledge , according to learners' age and social e conomic level , is based 
upon their previous educational experience, previous (and present) readings 
about language learning and contact with other people like family, friends, 
relatives, teachers and so forth." (p. 4 0 ) 
Culture of learning 
(Cortazzi & Jin, 1996) 
"The cultural aspects of teaching and learning; what people be l i eve about 
'normal' and 'good' learning activities and processes , where such be l i e f s 
have a cultural origin." (p. 2 3 0 ) 
Concept ions of 丨earning 
and bel iefs (Benson & 
Lor, 1999) 
‘‘Conceptions of learning are concerned with what ihe learner thinks ihc 
objects and processes of learning are"; bel iefs [ . . . ] are concerned with vvhai 
the learner holds to be true about these objects and processes given a certain 
conception of wlial they are", " . . . concept ions of learning characterize 
learners' ihinkingai a higher level of abstraction than bel iefs" (p. 4 6 4 ) 
- . \ 厂 0 ‘ ‘ J V V iv^w. Ill 1 . n a i a j a , oc 
A. M. F. Barcelos (Eds.), Beliefs about SLA: New Research Approaches (pp. 9). Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers. 
In their review, Bern at and Gvozdenko (2005, p. 3) listed the following definitions of 
beliefs about language 丨earning: Hosenfeld (1978) defined beliefs as mini-theories; 
Omaggio (1978) as insights; Contazzi and Jin (1996) as the culture of learning; Riley 
(1980) as learner assumptions; Clark (1988) as implicit theories; Rust (1994) as 
self-constructed representational systems; Benson and Lor (1999) as conceptions of 
learning; and Victori and Lockhart (1995) as general assumptions that students hold about 
themselves a learners, about factors influencing language learning, and about the nature 
of language learning and teaching (p. 224). . 
Although there are different terms and definitions on beliefs about language learning, 
the issue is not the pluralism of labels, but the recognition of the phenomenon itself. In 
other words, we need to realize that beliefs about language learning do exist in second 
language learning, whatever terms are emloyed. By looking at the different terms and 
definitions, we can see that in cognitive psychology, learner beliefs about learning or 
epistermological beliefs are regarded as part of the underlying mechanisms of 
metacognition or metacogntive knowledge (Flavell, 1987; Ryan, 1984). 
Many researchers have suggested that beliefs are related to personal ideas, opinions 
or expectations about language learning, which are derived from previous education, life 
experience and specific learning context. In addition, learning beliefs not only have a 
cognitive dimension but a social dimension as well because they are born out of our 
interactions with others and with our environment. To put it simply, beliefs are both 
outcomes of formal and informal learning experiences and determinants of subsequent 
'earning (Paris and Byrnes, 1989). 
2.2.2 Characteristics of Beliefs about Language Learning 
The best way to understand beliefs, according to Pajares (1992)，is by examining their 
characteristics. Accordingly, Wen den (1991) identifies four characteristics of language 
learning beliefs which are summarized as follows: 
1. Stable. Learners' beliefs about language learning constitute the permanent part of 
their stored knowledge base and are not primarily different from other kinds of knowledge 
stored in long-term memory. 
2. Statable. Learners can describe their beliefs about language learning explicitly or 
implicitly. In other words, they are aware of them either as a result of a deliberate 
self-retrospection or retrieval cues. 
3. Fallible. Learners' beliefs are not always accurate. Some of them may be acquired 
from their instructors, peers and family. Others may be developed out of their previous 
learning experience. They are not necessarily corrective or effective learning beliefs. 
4. Interactive. Beliefs can influence the outcome of a learning activity. For example, 
they can affect one's choice of strategies. 
Another researcher, Gaies (1998) identified three characteristics relevant to language 
learning beliefs, which to some extent shares the characteristics mentioned above: 
1. Beliefs are subjective understandings, that is, they reflect the 'truth' held by 
individuals, and therefore do not necessarily reflect external reality. Some are facilitative of 
language learning, while others hinder it. 
2. Beliefs are relatively stable. Beliefs about language learning are formed and 
maintained by a complex social and cultural system and are stable over time. 
3. Beliefs are idiosyncratic. They vary from person to person. 
After reviewing recent research on beliefs about language learning, Barcelos and 
Kalaja (2003) summarized the characteristics of beliefs about language learning: 
1. Dynamic and emergent: Beliefs can change over a long period of time as well as 
within the current situation. They are not static, but ever-changing due to the environment 
and experience. 
2. Socially constructed and contextually situated: it is important to recognize that 
beliefs are shaped not only by learners themselves but also by certain social-political 
factors in the learning context. • 
3. Experimental: beliefs are constructed and reconstructed by experiences to fit 
specific, situated, and contextualized purposes. 
4. Mediated: beliefs act as a meditational tool that learners or teachers may or may not 
act in accordance with in actual language learning. The situation, task type and people they 
interact with, influence the operation of beliefs. 
5. Paradoxical and contradictory: beliefs function as a system. Some beliefs are 
social, able to be applied to learners in different learning contexts; others are individual, 
only shared by few persons. Some beliefs contribute to language learning, while some 
other beliefs hinder it. 
Compared with Wen den's (1991) and Gaies，(1998) understanding of learning beliefs, 
Barcelos and Kalaja (2003) added the social and contextual aspect to learning beliefs, 
which gave a more complete picture. Unlike Wenden (1991) and Gaies (1998) who 
regarded learning beliefs as a mental trait, Barcelos and Kalaja (2003) held the view that 
they were embedded in context. 
In the present study, a combination of Wenden's (1986) and Victori and Lockhart's 
10 
(1995) definitions of beliefs about language learning was used. It consists of opinions 
learners hold about language and language learning, which are based on their experiences; 
further, it is recognized that these ideas influence the way they approach language 
learning. 
2.2.3 Structure of Language Learning Beliefs 
To date, many researchers have attempted to identify the underlying dimensions in beliefs 
about language learning. Wenden (1986b) used learners' retrospective reports to 
investigate and classify learners' metcognitive knowledge about their language learning 
experiences. She conducted interviews with 25 adult ESL students in the advanced-level 
classes of the American Language Program at Columbia University about their English 
learning in varied social settings. She found the following five aspects of learners' beliefs 
about language learning: 1). the language, including its grammar, phonology, vocabulary, 
discourse, and function; 2). their proficiency and progress in the language, areas of 
difficulty, and comparisons with others; 3). the outcome of using a selected strategy; 4). 
their reactions to the learning process and views on language aptitude, learning style, 
personality, and age; and 5). explicit and implicit beliefs about how best to learn a second 
language. 
One of the earliest and frequently cited studies was conducted by Horwitz (1987), 
who developed an instrument called Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (B A L U ) 
based on a close examination of teachers' free-recall protocols. It has become quite 
influential in the literature on language learning beliefs and has been adopted by many 
researchers and scholars (Yang 1999; Tumposky, 1991) to investigate learners' learning 
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beliefs. In this inventory, there are 34 items, each of which expresses a learner belief. These 
items are grouped into 5 categories: 1). foreign language aptitude; 2). the difficulty of 
language learning; 3). the nature of language learning; 4). learning and communication 
strategies and 5). motivations and expectations. 
Cotterall (1995) designed a 26-item questionnaire based on interviews with ESL 
students about their experiences of language learning. This researcher found 6 factors 
underlying her subjects' responses by means of a statistical procedure-factor analysis: 1). 
role of the teacher, 2). role of the feedback, 3). learner independence, 4). learner confidence 
in study ability, 5). experience of language learning, and 6). approach to studying. 
Riley (1997) proposed a framework to analyze what learners say about language and 
language learning. In the framework, beliefs were categorized under four headings: 1) 
General beliefs; 2) Beliefs about self; 3) Beliefs about norms and rules; and 4) Beliefs 
about goals. 
Sakui & Gaies (1999) investigated the language learning beliefs of 1296 Japanese 
university learners of English and identified 4 factors underlying subjects' response to 
45-item questionnaire: 1). beliefs about a contemporary (communicative) orientation to 
learning English; 2). beliefs about a traditional orientation to learning English; 3). beliefs 
about the quality and sufficiency of classroom instruction for learning English; and 4). 
beliefs about foreign language aptitude and difficulty. 
Yang (1999) investigated 505 first-year university students' beliefs about language 
learning in Taiwan. He adopted the BALLl (Horwitz, 1987) as part of his questionnaire 
and conducted a factor analysis of his subjects' responses. Four factors were identified: 1) 
self-efficacy and expectation about learning English; 2) perceived value and nature of 
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learning spoken English, 3) beliefs about foreign language aptitude, and 4) beliefs about 
formal structural studies. 
Due to the variety of classifications used, there is confusion in the anthology of 
beliefs about language learning. For example, one classification may overlap with another, 
and to date neither of the classification of learners' beliefs has widely been agreed on due to 
the complexity of the belief system. Nikitina and Furuoka (2006) set out to test the 
dimensions involved in Horwitz' BALLI, by conducting factor analysis. Findings of the 
study lent support to the validity of Horwitz' (1987) classification of learning beliefs and 
suggested that BALLI was able to reflect learners' perspective on language learning. The 
study indicated that language learning beliefs are systematic and can be separated into 
distinct, interpretable and independent dimensions. 
2.2.4 The Role of Language Learning Beliefs in L2 Learning 
Early studies on strategy use have indicated that learners use certain strategies because 
they have some underlying opinions about how foreign language learning should be dealt 
with. Gremmo and Riley (1995, p. 158) cite a number of recent reports which emphasize 
the central role learners' beliefs and representations about language and language learning 
play in determining behaviour. McDonough (1995, p. 9) points out that beliefs can be 
important stimuli for action. 
Since then, some researchers have begun to conduct empirical studies to examine its 
effects in language learning. Horwitz (19999) indicated that learners' fixed perspectives 
about language learning were the origins of their frustration and dissatisfactions about 
class room teaching. Since then, more and more researchers have begun to use the survey 
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to examine learners' beliefs about language learning. The findings of these studies make 
researchers and language educators realize that learners bring to the language classroom a 
complex web of attitudes, experiences, expectations, beliefs, and learning strategies 
(Benson, 2001; Nikos and Oxford, 1993; Oxford, 1992). 
Kern (1995) and Oh (1996) found that supportive and positive beliefs help to 
overcome problems and thus sustain motivation, while negative unrealistic beliefs can 
lead to decreased motivation. Ehrman and Oxford (1995, p. 79) report that "Believing 
that one can learn language well was significantly correlated with proficiency in both 
speaking and reading." Riley (1996, P. 155) claims that beliefs about language learning 
“may directly influence or even determine...(a learner's) attitude or motivation or 
behaviour when learning the language in question." 
Victori and Lock hart (1995) discuss differences between "insightful beliefs" which 
successful learners hold, and the "negative or limited beliefs" which poorer learners hold, 
and conclude that: if students develop or maintain misconceptions about their own 
learning, if they attribute undue importance to factors that are external to their own 
action ...they are not likely to adopt a responsible and active attitude in their approach to 
learning and may never become autonomous (Victori and Lock hart, 1995, p. 225). 
In general, these studies indicate that learning beliefs are correlated with other 
individual factors, such as motivation, classroom anxiety, autonomous learning and 
proficiency. In addition, not all beliefs are beneficial to language learning. Horwitz 
(1988), Kern (1995), Mantle-Bromley (1995), and Sainimy and Lee (1997), all conclude 
that their students had many incorrect beliefs or misconception about how foreign 
languages are learned and that this may hinder their progress and persistence in language 
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study. Peacock (1999, 2001) provided evidence for this notion and found that two core 
beliefs about vocabulary and grammar learning were associated with language learning 
and students who agreed that learning a foreign language were mostly 丨earning 
vocabulary or grammar rules were less proficient than those who disagreed. 
2.2.5 Summary 
Section 2.2 provided the theoretical background of the research, by introducing learning 
beliefs' definition, characteristics, structure and roles. Learning beliefs, for the present 
study, are based on previous learning experiences and outcomes of formal and informal 
learning experiences, and are thought to influence learning behaviors with other factors 
affecting language learning. 
In the next section, I focus on introducing the approaches used in the research of 
•earning beliefs. 
2.3 Approaches to the Investigations of Language 
Learning Beliefs 
An examination of the literature on learning beliefs reveals that diversified approaches 
have been used by researchers to investigate this aspect. Barcelos (2003) found the most 
frequently employed approach is quantitative (e.g., the use of questionnaires to 
investigate the learning beliefs). In addition, she found that some researchers have 
adopted a qualitative approach, such as semi-structured interviews of a small sample of 
participants and classroom observations, to investigate learning beliefs. She further 
divided the qualitative approach into metacognitive and contextual approaches. In the 
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following section, I will introduce each approach in detail. 
2.3.1 The Normative Approach 
In the investigation of learner beliefs, the normative approach is characterized by the use 
of Likert-scale questionnaires. The Likert-scale questionnaires mainly refer to the BALLI 
that was developed by Horwitz (1985, 1987), based on teachers' free recall of learning 
beliefs. Modified versions were now widely used by other researchers. In the beginning, 
it was only used with American groups learning English as a second language. Due to its 
high popularity, BALLI was consequently administered in a number of small and 
large-scale research studies in other learning contexts (see Horwitz (1999) for a review of 
BALLI studies). For example, Chawhan and Oliver (2000) investigated the beliefs of 54 
overseas learners in Australia, Cotterall (1995) examined almost 140 respondents in New 
Zezland; Kim-Yoon (2000) identified the beliefs of 664 EFL learners in Korea, while 
Yang (1992) explored the beliefs of over 500 students in Taiwan. 
Since BALLI is designed mainly based on teachers' free recall in America, other 
researchers propose that BALLI may not include all learning beliefs and doubt whether it 
could reflect learning beliefs in other foreign learning contexts. Thus other Likert-type 
questionnaires were developed to investigate language learner beliefs (e.g., Cotterall, 
1999; Kuntz, 1996; Sakui and Gaies, 1999). For instance, Sakui and Gaies (1999) 
designed another 45-item questionnaire to investigate Japanese learners' beliefs about 
language learning. These questionnaires are not widely used, however; most of the time, 
they are only administered by the designers themselves. At present, the BALLI remains 
the prime data-collection instrument used for researching learner beliefs about languge 
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learning. 
There have been criticisms about the validity of the BALLI and the reliability of 
participants' responses to the instrument (Yang, 1999; Saikui and Gaies, 1999). Kalaja 
(1995’ p. 197), for example, claimed that it "only measure beliefs in theory and not on 
actual occasions of talk or writing". Nevertheless, researchers (e.g., Nikitina, 2006) have 
shown that it can be used as an approved instrument for research on language learning 
beliefs in various social contexts regardless of the language being learned. As Horwitz 
(1999) has pointed out, the BALLI allows teachers to examine the beliefs of groups of 
language learners, although the beliefs included in the BALLI are merely examples of the 
kinds of beliefs that teachers might encounter. As researchers (e.g., Peacock, 1999; 
Bemat & Gvozdenko，2005; Diab, 2006) have indicated, at present, BALLI is still the 
prime data-collection instrument used for researching learning beliefs about language 
learning. 
2.3.2 The Metacognitive Approach 
丁he metacognitve approach mainly refers to the use of semi-structured interviews and 
self-reports to investigate learning beliefs. The assumption in this approach is that 
learners have acquired some metacognitive knowledge which they can use to self-direct, 
self-monitor and self-evaluate their learning. According to Wenden (1986a, 1986b, 1998, 
1999，2001), the main reason for adopting semi-structured interviews to investigate 
•earning beliefs is that it can explore learners' underlying learning beliefs explicitly. For 
Wenden, learning beliefs are metacognitve knowledge that learners draw on to manage 
and influence their learning. This helps learners become autonomous in language 
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learning. 
Wenden (1987) investigated the learning beliefs of 25 adults who had recently arrived 
in the U.S.A., using semi-structured interviews and self-reports. She grouped learning 
beliefs of these learners into three categories: 1) those who believed in the use of the 
language; 2) those who put formal instruction in priority; and 3) those who emphasize the 
role of individual differences in language learning. 
Goh (1997) used diary writing to investigate forty ESL learners' metacognitve 
knowledge of English listening. The study indicated that learners were aware of the 
strategies they used while listening and could articulate their beliefs about how to listen 
in English. 
Besides Wenden (1987), a number of other researchers have adopted the 
metacognitive approach in their investigations of language learning beliefs (e.g., White, 
1999a, 1999b). The advantages of this approach are: 1) learners become aware of their 
•earning process, which can help them to improve their learning in future; and 2) the 
collected data could be explained in terms of learners' own explanation of their learning 
experience. The disadvantages of this approach are: 1) it may neglect beliefs that could 
not be reported by learners with statements but could only infer from learning behaviors, 
since this approach emphasizes that learning beliefs are metacognitive knowledge that 
exist in learners' mind; 2) findings may not be applied and generalized to other large 
populations since it is used with small sample and reflects uniqueness in learning beliefs. 
2.3.3 The Contextual Approach 
丁he contextual approach views learning beliefs as embedded in students' learning 
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contexts. Research studies within the contextual approach are qualitative in nature and fit 
into an interpretive paradigm. The contextual approach uses ethnography, narratives, and 
metaphors (Kramsch, 2003) to investigate learning beliefs. A feature of the studies within 
this approach is that they are not only diverse in the theoretical frameworks they employ, 
for example, phenomenographical (Benson and Lor, 1999; White, 1999), neo-Vygotskian 
socio-cultural (Alanen, 2003), Bakhtinian (Dufva, 2003), Deweyan (Barcelos, 2000), but 
also vary in methods of data collection including case studies, ethnographic classroom 
observations, informal discussions and stimulated recalls (Allen, 1996; Barcelos, 2000), 
diaries (Hosenfeld, 2003), discourse analysis (Kalaja, 2003), naturalistic interviews, 
ranking exercises, scenarios and yoked subject procedures (White, 1999a). 
Employing observation, open-ended questionnaires and semi-structured interviews, 
Barcelos (1995) investigated 14 Brazilian students' beliefs about language learning. She 
found that the learning context could strongly influence the formation of learning beliefs. 
However, her findings did not support Wenden's metacognitve approach since she did not 
find a relationship between learners' strategy use and learning. 
The main advantages of this approach are that it regards learning beliefs as part of the 
culture of learning and closely related to the specific learning context. By taking learners' 
perspective and context into account, it helps researchers understand why learners hold 
particular types of beliefs and how these beliefs are related to their learning behaviors. 
Hence, it makes learning beliefs more context-specific and interpretative. As Barcelos 
(2000) indicated, this approach developed a more heuristic view of learning beliefs. 
Similar to the metacognitve approach, this approach requires a detailed understanding of 
the learners' concrete learning context, thus it is time-consuming and only suitable with 
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small samples, since it also needs detailed understanding to the learners' specific learning 
context. 
2.3.4 Summary 
In Section 2.3, I introduced the main approaches used in research on learning beliefs and 
discussed their advantages and disadvantages. To sum up, the diversity of theoretical 
frameworks in language learner beliefs research creates a rich tapestry of complementary 
studies. However, none are without limitations. Quantitative, etic research methods in the 
normative approach provide clarity and precision, and the use of well-designed 
questionnaires and descriptive statistics can include a large number of responses; 
however the beliefs profiled in these studies are only those identified by the researcher 
and therefore some beliefs learners hold might be overlooked. There is also potential for 
respondents to misunderstand questionnaire items. Furthermore, a construct that is as 
intellectually and affectively complex and rich as one's personal belief system cannot 
presume to be fully captured by people's responses to a set of normative statements 
(Wilkinson and Schwartz, 1989; Weinstein, 1994). 
Qualitative research methods such as those used in the metacognitive and contextual 
approach, or the discursive approach (Kalaja, 2003) are most often studies involving 
small-scale, in-depth, descriptive and interpretive analyses. They can include inter alia, 
interview techniques, journal or diary entries, use of metaphors, and classroom 
observations. They also allow for triangulation of data. However, the limitations of such 
studies are reflected in the limited number of participants, a degree of interpretive 
subjectivity, and context-specificity resulting in lack of application to broader SLA 
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contexts (Bernat and Gvozdenko, 2005, p. 5). 
Clearly, there is value in investigating learner beliefs using both qualitative and 
quantitative approaches. Sakui and Gaies (1999) also supports a mix of questionnaires 
and interviews, since questionnaire could help understand large group of learners' beliefs 
about language learning and interviews of selected individuals could complement surveys 
by providing in-depth answer to survey questions. 
As Bern at and Gvozdenko (2005) have pointed out, "the choice of research 
methodology in language learner beliefs studies will depend on the investigator's purpose 
and questions of enquiry, as well as the adopted view of the nature and function on 
learner beliefs" (p. 7). For the purpose of the present study, it was decided to adopt a 
combination of the two methodologies by including the BALLI survey aimed at eliciting 
closed responses as well as semi-structured interviews demanding closed responses. 
2.4 Research in Second/Foreign Language 
Learning Contexts 
Research on learning beliefs began in the 1970s (Papalia, 1978). To date, researchers 
have conducted studies on learning beliefs with different focuses, such as on the degree 
of ‘match’ between learner and teacher beliefs (Kern, 1995), on gender- (Bacon and 
Finnemann, 1992) and culture-related differences in beliefs (McCargar, 1993; Cortazzi 
and Jin, 1996), on the link between beliefs and proficiency (Mantle-Bromley, 1995; Wen 
and Johnson, 1997), (Mori, 1997), and on dimensions underlying learners' beliefs 
(Cotterall, 1995; Sakui and Gaies, 1998), just to name a few. However, in this part, only 
research that is closely related to the interest of the present study are reviewed, following 
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the order of the research questions. 
2.4.1 The Impact of Culture on Learning Beliefs 
With more and more exploration to learners' beliefs in different learning settings (For a 
review, see Sakui and Gaies, 1999), researchers have begun to investigate whether 
different cultural contexts influence learners' beliefs about language learning and whether 
there exist differences between groups of learners from different cultural backgrounds. 
Horwitz (1988) investigated the learning beliefs of first semester Germany, French 
and Spanish language learners at the University of Texas. Using Horwitz's BALLI (1987)， 
the study found that their learning beliefs were similar but there were still "numerous 
sinall differences between the groups，’ (p. 291). The researcher explains that these small 
differences found between groups could be due to variation in the student population, 
target language taught, or the instructional content. In other words, the study seems to 
suggest that apart from cultural factors, other within-group factors may also account for 
the differences identified between groups. 
Sakui and Gaies (1999) investigated the learning beliefs of about 1300 Japnaese 
university learners of English. The study aimed to develop and validate an instrument and 
procedures for investigating Japanese learners' beliefs about language learning. Data 
Were collected from students at public and private institutions, using a self-developed 
questionnaire. The study produced a four-dimensioned questionnaire. Results provide 
tentative support for the view that Japanese learners have internalized a coherent set of 
beliefs about methodological options for the EFL classroom instruction. The study 
suggests that since culture plays a role in shaping and influence learning beliefs, there is a 
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need to develop context-sensitive instruments for measuring beliefs and develop a scale 
addressing beliefs appropriate to the specific learning context. As this study focused 
solely on Japanese students, the usefulness of the instrument with other population is 
unclear. 
Cortazzi and Jin (1996) examined how different cultures of learning influence 
students' perceptions of good language teaching and learning, by observing Chinese 
kindergarten, primary and college language teaching classes. The study found that "a 
Chinese culture of learning emphasizes knowledge of vocabulary and grammar, and the 
result of learning, while the western cultures of learning stress communication skills, 
language use and the process of learning" (p. 199). However, although the findings 
suggest that different cultures of learning will influence learners' approach to language 
learning, the study does not explain how Chinese EFL learners' beliefs about foreign 
language learning may be embedded in the Chinese culture. 
Horwitz (1999) reviewed representative studies conducted in different countries using 
the BALLI, to identify cultural differences that might exist across different cultural 
groups. The review identified several differences in individual learning beliefs between 
American foreign language learners and EFL learners. These differences were primarily 
related to the difficulty and nature of language learning and to their motivations and 
expectations for language learning. For instance, Asian and Turkish heritage learners 
v/ere less convinced than the Americans about the relative difficulty of some languages 
but believed more strongly that learning vocabulary is key to foreign language learning. 
In addition, the inotivatioiis and expectations of these groups differed, with the Asian and 
Turkish heritage groups being motivated instruinentally and the American groups tending 
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toward more integrative motivations. 
However, since the groups being compared in the study differed in innumerable ways, 
in addition to cultural background and language learning context (e.g., stage of learning, 
level of instruction), differences between the different cultural groups "may be more 
clearly attributable to differences in learning circumstances than culture (Horwitz, 1999, 
p. 557)". Horwitz decided that it was premature to conclude that beliefs about language 
learning vary by cultural group. Findings of the study suggest that researchers need to 
consider how to exclude central extraneous factors when conducing further research to 
investigate how culture influence learning beliefs. 
Diab (2006) explored the language learning beliefs of 284 Lebanese EFL university 
students. Since students in Lebanon have been exposed to two foreign languages in the 
Lebanese multilingual context, i.e., English and French, the study aimed to compare their 
beliefs about learning different target languages and identity the within group factors that 
are related to learning beliefs. The study found that Lebanese students had different 
•earning beliefs about French and English due to their specific language learning 
situation, especially their beliefs about the difficulty of language learning and their 
motivations for learning English and French. The study provided support for the 
contention that language learners from different cultural backgrounds have various 
beliefs about language learning. In addition, the study indicates that researchers 
investigating learning beliefs should add context-specific items in order to more 
accurately reflect target learners' learning beliefs. Further, apart from within group 
factors, other cross group factors, like political and social-cultural factors, will also help 
form and influence learners' learning beliefs. However, although the study identified four 
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context-specific beliefs about language learning (e.g., it is easier to learn French before 
learning English), it did not examine whether these beliefs would benefit or hinder 
learners' foreign language learning. 
Researchers (Horwitz, 1999; Saikui and Gaies; Diab, 2006) recommend that research 
studies on beliefs of a certain cultural group consider identifying and perhaps adding 
beliefs specific to the target population. Since the BALLI (Horwitz, 1987) does not 
include beliefs about language learning that are specific to a certain cultural background, 
further studies need to be conducted to explore how culture influences certain learning 
beliefs and learning outcomes. 
2.4.2 Sources of Beliefs about Language Learning 
Learning beliefs have been assumed to be acquired consciously as well as unconsciously 
(Larsen-Freeman, 2001) and to be constructed as a result of previous learning 
experiences (Horwitz, 1987，1999). Research has shown that beliefs about language 
learning develop early in elementary and secondary school life (Chin and Brewer, 1993; 
Cantwell, 1998; Horwitz, 1985; Kern, 1995; Pairs and Byrnes, 1998; Roberts, 1992; 
Schommer, 1993)，or before college (Weinstein, 1989). 
Despite what we know about beliefs, we have very little knowledge about the 
psychological mechanisms involved in creating and shaping and changing these beliefs. 
So far, several studies have been conducted to answer the riddle of beliefs ' origins and 
these studies have produced a number of explanations, based on empirical research or on 
inference or generalized assumptions. 
Tumposky (1991) compared the beliefs of Soviet and American students and found 
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"Iculturej does contribute to the belief system...in ways which may relate to motivation 
and strategy selection, but may not be as potent as a force as other factors, such as 
previous experience or preferred [learning] style (p. 62)". This indicates that cultural 
difference derived from learner background is one factor shaping learning beliefs. 
Alexander and Dochy (1994) examined subjects' personal theories of what 
constitutes knowledge and beliefs and what factors shape these beliefs. Specifically, 101 
factors were generated by the adults in their sample, classified into five broad categories: 
1) information/knowledge (32%); 2) education/experience (31%); 3) personality (21%); 4) 
nature of beliefs (11%) and 5) other (6%). Although the study focused on beliefs, 
compared with learning beliefs, there should be some overlap. 
Horwitz (1999) reviews studies that have used the BALLI with the aim of identifying 
cultural differences that might exist cross same or different cultural groups. The study 
involved 9 groups of learners under same or different learning contexts. Through sheer 
number of comparison, the study found that both within- and cross-group differences 
co-exist and both appeared to be striking at the same degree. To explain the differences 
found, the study concludes that since the groups compared differ in innumerable ways in 
addition to cultural background or language learning context, it is difficult or premature 
to conclude that there are cultural differences in beliefs about language learning. Findings 
of the study suggest that apart from within-group factors (e.g., stage of language learning, 
university status, professional status and individual differences), other cross-group 
cultural factors, like social or political forces, may play a role in shaping learning beliefs. 
Peacock (1999) investigated the language learning beliefs of 202 first-year EFL 
science students and 45 EFL teachers from the Department of English at the City 
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University of Hong Kong. The purpose of the study was mainly to determine whether the 
difference between student and teacher beliefs about language leaning affect proficiency 
and to identify the origins of Chinese learner beliefs about language learning. Data were 
collected using Horwitz's BALLI (1987), a language proficiency test, a brief interview 
and a self-rated proficiency test. The study found that four of the mismatched learner 
beliefs negatively affected EFL proficiency, and learning beliefs were derived from 6 
factors, which are secondary school (32%), family or friends (8%), EFL lessons (5%), the 
mass media (5%), living abroad and university teachers (4%). Since in the study only one 
interview question "From where did you get your beliefs about language learning?" was 
used to elicit from the participants the origins of their learning beliefs, and no further 
prompts were used. The findings may be incomplete. 
Peacock (2001) conducted a longitudinal study to investigate changes in beliefs 
about second language learning. The participants were 146 first-year pre-service ESL 
teachers in a three year programme at the City University of Hong Kong. Specifically, the 
study aimed to identify whether there are differences in learning beliefs between 
pre-service and experienced ESL teachers and whether the differences would change over 
the 3 years of study of methodology. Three key beliefs were found to be different, but not 
statistically significant, between pre-service and experienced teachers, and these beliefs 
remained at the same level of mismatch through the Programme. The study suggests that 
students' beliefs about language learning originate from their second language learning 
experiences, particularly in secondary school and once the acquired beliefs become 
stabilized, it may be very slow to change despite school instruction. This study reminds 
researchers that if they want to investigate the origin of learning beliefs, they should 
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focus on learners' previous learning experiences, instead of recent or current learning 
experiences. School instruction may only influence learners' beliefs about language 
learning at the beginning period and may not help change or rectify learners' learning 
beliefs that they have formed earlier. 
Rifkin (2000) conducted a 3-year longitudinal study to investigate the learning beliefs 
of over 1, 000 University students learning 10 different languages at three levels of 
instruction in three different institutions in America. The research hypotheses proposed in 
the study were: There were no relationships between beliefs about language learning and 
level of instruction, between learning beliefs and type of language studied; and between 
learning beliefs and the nature of the institution, respectively. Data were collected from 
three different institutions at three different places, using a modified version of Horwitz's 
BALLI (1988, 1989). Findings of the study rejected the hypothesis. The researcher 
suggests that the three factors involved in the study, i.e., languages taught, level of 
instruction, and nature of institution, may play an important role in shaping or predicting 
learner beliefs. However, "other factors, such as demographic variables, learner variable, 
other institutional variables, may play just as or more important role than the factors 
considered in this study (p. 407)". The findings of the study indicate that the shaping 
process of learning beliefs is very complex, involving multiple factors. 
Bernat and Gvozdenko (2005) summarized factors that may determine or influence 
learner beliefs, including: "1). Family and home background (Dias, 2000; Schommer, 
1990, 1994); 2). Cultural background (Alexander and Dochy, 1995); 3). Classroom/social 
peers (Arnold, 1999); 4). Interpretaions of prior repetitive experiences (Little, Singleton 
and Slivius, 1994; Gaoyin andAlvermann, 1995; Kern, 1995; Roberts, 1992); and 5) 
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Individual differences such as gender (Sieber, 2003) and personality (Furnham, Johnston 
and Pawles, 1985; Langston and Sykes, 1997) (p. 10)". 
2.4.3 Mismatches between Teachers' and Students' Learning 
Beliefs 
Horwitz (1985, 1987) found that students may be dissatisfied with class instruction due to 
mismatched beliefs about language learning between students and teachers and these 
mismatched beliefs are detrimental to language learning and learning outcomes. Since 
then, more and more researchers have been conducting empirical research to investigate 
this phenomenon. 
McCargar (1993) conducted a study with 161 English as a Second Language (ESL) 
students and 41 ESL teachers in the USA to examine whether and how they held different 
expectations of teacher and student roles. Data were collected using the self-designed 
Survey of Educational Expectations. He found significant differences between teachers' 
and students' beliefs, e.g. with regard to treatment of error, use of group work, 
encouragement to disagree with teachers and teacher-student relationship. Similarly, 
Cortazzi and Jin (1996) speculated that in many language classroom there existed largely 
unnoticed gaps between the expectations of the teacher and students. 
Peacock (1999) set out to investigate and compare students' and teachers' beliefs 
about language learning. The participants were 202 first-year undergraduates and 45 EFL 
teachers in the City University of Hong Kong. Data were collected using Horwitz' 
BALLI (1985) for teachers and students, and a proficiency test. The study found that 
there exist quite large differences between teachers and students in 11 beliefs about 
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language learning of the BALLI and four of them had statistically significant association 
with language proficiency. The study provides evidence for the contention that the 
mismatched beliefs between teachers and student will result in negative learning 
outcomes and lead to students being dissatisfied with the class instruction. 
Peacock (2001) compared learning beliefs of 146 first year pre-service students with 
those of 45 EFL teachers from the Department of English at the City University of Hong 
Kong and investigated how the mismatched beliefs changed over a 3-year full-time 
preservice ESL teacher training programme. The study found differences between them 
in three key areas of learning beliefs, i.e., Horwitz's two core beliefs about vocabulary 
and grammar, the belief about the role of intelligence in language learning, and the two 
key beliefs on vocabulary and grammar are associated with lower levels of ESL 
proficiency. In other words, learners who agreed that "learning a foreign language is 
mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary or grammar rules" were less 
proficient than those who disagreed. Disturbingly, the mismatch between students and 
teacher beliefs remained quite large throughout the three year training programme. The 
study suggested that since students held some detrimental beliefs about language learning 
and these beliefs were slow to change, programme instructors should try to raise their 
metacognitive awareness of these beliefs and design effective instruction package to 
amend them. 
Leveine (2003) investigated 600 foreign language learners' and 163 instructors' 
beliefs about target language use and first language use by administrating an anonymous, 
internet-based questionnaire to U.S. and Canada universities on the internet. The study 
found that learners and teachers had different beliefs about target language use and first 
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language use in the classroom. 
According to the findings of the reviewed studies, there existed a similar mismatch in 
beliefs about language learning between teachers and students. Similar to Peacock 
(1999), the present study aimed to identify mismatched beliefs between teachers and 
students and determine if any of these mismatched beliefs were correlated with 
proficiency level, as was found in Peacock's (1999) study (e.g., students who agreed that 
"Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of grammar rules" were 
less proficient than those who disagreed). 
2.4.4 The Association between Individual Learning Beliefs and 
Learning Outcomes 
To date, several empirical studies (e.g., Sakui and Gaies, 1999; Yang, 1999) have been 
carried out to investigate the relationship between beliefs about language learning and 
language proficiency. Specifically, the majority of these studies used factor analysis to 
identify factors involved in the BALLI (Horwitz, 1987) and then conducted a correlation 
test to examine the relationship among these factors and language proficiency. However, 
we have little knowledge about the relationship between individual learning beliefs and 
language proficiency, which is necessary to help more accurately reflect how learning 
beliefs influence language learning. A review of the literature reveals that only 
Mantle-Bromley (1995) and Peacock (1999, 2001) have conducted studies to address this 
issue. 
Mantle-Bromley (1999) investigated the attitudes and beliefs of 135 
middle-school-aged students from three middle schools in a large suburban school 
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district. Data were collected using a modified version of the Attitude and Motivation Test 
Battery (AMTB) (Garderner, Smythe, and Clement, 1974) and Horwitz's BALLI (1988). 
By calculating the percentage of responses for each category in Horwitz's BALLI (1988), 
the study predicted that many students held some misconception about language learning 
at the beginning of foreign language instruction. One weakness of the study is that the 
study proposed these misconceptions about language learning included in the BALLI by 
assumptions, instead of conducting statistical analysis to test the relationship between the 
assumed misconceptions and language proficiency to prove it. 
Peacock (1999) investigated the learning beliefs of EFL students in Hong Kong and 
examined the relationship between individual learning beliefs and proficiency. Data were 
collected from 202 first-year non-English major undergraduates at the City University of 
Hong Kong, using Horwitz's BALLI (1988). A 90-minute proficiency test was conducted 
with participants to evaluate their proficiency. A one-way analysis of variance of the 
study found that four learning beliefs in the BALLI were statistically associated with EFL 
proficiency. These four learning beliefs were related to grammar rules, difficulty of 
learning, attitudes to mistakes and communication. The study provides evidence for the 
notion that certain learner beliefs negatively affect language learning. 
Peacock conducted similar studies in Hong Kong in 2001. Findings of the study 
confirmed those in Peacock (1999), i.e., there exists an association between proficiency 
and two core beliefs about vocabulary and grammar learning in the BALLI. Since the 
main focus of Peacock's (1999, 2001) study was to examine mismatched beliefs between 
teachers and students and whether these mismatched beliefs will negatively affect 
language learning, neither of them investigated the relationship between language 
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proficiency and other learning beliefs in the BALLI. Consequently, findings of the two 
studies could not give a complete picture of how individual learning beliefs in the BALLI 
are associated with language proficiency or how individual learning beliefs influence 
language 丨earning. 
2.4.5 Summary 
Section 2.4 introduced the current researches related to the four areas: impact of culture 
on learning beliefs, sources of learning beliefs, mismatches between teachers' and 
students' learning beliefs and the association between individual learning beliefs and 
learning. The findings indicate that 1) learning beliefs are influenced by the learners' 
cultural backgrounds; 2) there are multiple factors that help shape and influence learning 
beliefs; 3) there exist mismatches between teacher and student learning beliefs, which 
were detrimental to students' language learning; and 4) certain learning beliefs are 
associated with language proficiency levels. 
2.5 Rationale for Present Study 
The literature indicates that so far no studies have investigated the culture impact on 
learners' beliefs about language learning in Hong Kong. Also, research on the origin of 
learning beliefs is very scarce. Peacock (1999) investigated this with only one interview 
question, "From where did you get your beliefs about language learning?" and considered 
his results unsuccessful. The present study aimed to partially expand on Peacock's 1999 
study in two ways: first, it would include semi-structured interviews with students to 
investigate the influence of culture on beliefs about language learning in Hong Kong. 
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In-depth interviews would be conducted with more interview questions and prompts, to 
investigate the sources of beliefs about language learning. 
Similar to Peacock's 1999 study, both EFL learners and teachers would complete the 
BALLl. This would help confirm whether there were some mismatches in beliefs about 
language learning held by EFL learners and teachers and whether some individual beliefs 
about language leaning or mismatched beliefs were associated with language proficiency. 
I propose that it is important to investigate HK EFL learners' beliefs about language 
learning, because 1) not enough is known about Hong Kong learners' beliefs about 
language learning specific to the Hong Kong English learning environment; 2) the 
literature has indicated that there are cultural differences in learning beliefs among 
learners with different cultural backgrounds; and 3) a clearer, more accurate picture of 
Hong Kong EFL learner beliefs should help language teachers enable learners to learn 
more effectively. I suggest that there is an urgent need for further research in this area 
because of the important role learner beliefs play in language learning. Findings of the 
study will provide a more complete picture of Hong Kong learners' beliefs about 
language learning and suggest pedagogical implications to enhance the language learning 
process. 
2.6 Summary 
This chapter provided the theoretical background for research on learning beliefs. It 
introduced the main research approaches employed in this field. It then outlined the 
current research situation in learning beliefs and identified gaps in the research. 
The next chapter introduces the research methods employed in the present study to 
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The present research utilized a mixed approach to investigate learners' beliefs about 
language learning in Hong Kong. Section 3.2 describes the context of the research. 
Section 3.3 presents the rationale for using mixed methods; Section 3.4 and 3.5 provide a 
detailed discussion of the pilot and main studies of the research respectively, including 
the participants, instruments, procedures, and modes of data analysis. 
3.2 Context of the Study 
Since the linguistic situation in Hong Kong, in general, and the role and status of English, 
in particular, greatly influence learners' beliefs about English language learning, a study 
investigating the beliefs about the foreign language learning of EFL university students in 
Hong Kong must take into account the Hong Kong English learning and teaching context. 
Therefore, a brief overview of the foreign language learning environment in Hong Kong 
is presented next. 
Hong Kong is an international city with a population of approximate 7 million in 
2009. According to 1991 population census, ninety five percent of the population is 
ethnic Chinese and less than five percent are foreigners. From the colonization by Britain 
in 1843 until 1974, English was the sole official language of Hong Kong, although 
Cantonese was the primary language of the community. In 1974, the Chinese Ordinance 
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enacted that Chinese was a co-official language. But English still enjoyed supreme status 
in education, government administration, legislature, the judiciary and business while 
Chinese was used at home or in social communication by the majority of population. 
After the 1997 handover, Putonghua (the national spoken language in mainland 
China) has been greatly promoted. The government of Hong Kong adopted the ‘‘biliterate 
and trilingual" policy. Under this policy, Chinese and English were both acknowledged as 
official languages under the Basic Law of Hong Kong, with Cantonese regarded as the de 
facto official spoken variety of Chinese in Hong Kong. In education, the issued 
"Guidance" document made two thirds of secondary schools Chinese-medium and only 
one third were exempted from this compulsory Chinese medium instruction policy. 
Putonghua became a subject in many primary schools beginning in 1998, and was also 
integrated into the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE) in 2000. 
Since mainland China's economic situation improved under Deng Xiaoping's economic 
reform and Hong Kong has developed closer economic ties with the rest of China, 
Putonghua has also become an important asset in career advancement. In social life, the 
usage of Putonghua in Hong Kong is also spreading to public service announcements, 
particularly on the metro and buses. 
Although the two past decades have seen an increase in the use of Chinese in Hong 
Kong, it has not reduced the importance of English. English is tin international languuge 
through which Hong Kong maintains its overseas links as a centre of trade and commerce. 
For the government and business, English remains the principal medium for 
communication and records. In education, English is still taught as a compulsory subject 
in all primary and secondary schools. According to Cheung et al (2000), to maintain 
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English standard, Hong Kong government enrolls more than 700 native English speakers 
to strengthen the English programs in all Chinese middle schools. To a great extent, 
English is still the medium of assessment and examination for most educational 
institutions at secondary and tertiary levels. 
The present study is situated in the Chinese University of Hong Kong, a 
comprehensive university with eight Faculties, like arts, business, education, and 
engineering. The medium of instruction in the university is bilingual, Chinese and 
English, according to the needs of each department. Each year, the university enrolls 
about 2500 students, with the majority being local. Among the eight faculties, the Faculty 
of Engineering is a relatively large faculty, with more than 250 freshmen enrolled each 
year. The first year engineering students are the target sample of the present study. All of 
them are required to take the course “Technical Communication" from the English 
Language Teaching Unit at the University. The course aims to develop students' 
communicative ability in a technical context. Specifically, it focuses on developing 
research and organizational skills, as well as those needed to present technical 
information. Course work consists of writing reports, memos, letters, procedures, and a 
proposal, which includes work on developing the students' oral skills. 
3.3 Research Design 
As explained in Chapter 2, section 2.3.4, it was more appropriate to use both quantitative 
and qualitative data to investigate learning beliefs in order to offset the weaknesses of 
using either approach alone. Briefly speaking, quantitative research (e.g., using 
questionnaire) is weak in understanding why and in what context participants hold certain 
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beliefs but efficient in understanding learning beliefs of a large sample. Qualitative 
research allows further in-depth analysis of quantitative data but deficient in generalizing 
findings to a large group. 
The methods chosen to investigate learning beliefs mainly depend on the research 
purpose. Since one aim of the present study was to identify the possible factors (e.g. 
cultural) that help form or shape learning beliefs, simply administrating surveys to 
participants would have been inadequate. Thus the present study employed a mixed 
methods approach in design, to provide a better understanding of research problem. More 
specifically, data was collected using a quantitative survey instrument and followed up 
with interviews with a few individuals who participated in the survey to learn more detail 
about their survey responses. 
According to Cress well and Piano Clark (2007), there are three ways of mixing data: 
1) merging or converging both quantitative and qualitative datasets to produce results; 2) 
connecting the two datasets by having one build on the other, or 3) embedding one 
dataset within the other so that one type of data provides a supportive role for the other 
dataset. The present study belongs to the second type, since the qualitative part was based 
on the findings of the quantitative part and the interview protocol was designed on the 
basis of the survey. A BALLI (the Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory) developed 
by Horwitz (1987) and a self-designed semi-structured interview protocol were used to 
collect the data. The collected survey data were used to quantify mismatches that might 
exist between teachers and students learning beliefs, and the relationship between 
individual learning beliefs and learning outcomes; the interview data were used to 
explore the sources of learning beliefs, validate and explain survey data, i.e., supply 
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answers to survey questions in participants' own words, and help identify beliefs that may 
not be included in the survey. Details of the research procedures are as follows. 
3.4 The Pilot Study 
The instruments adopted for the present study were pilot tested before the formal study. 
Its main purpose was to test the feasibility of the survey and interview protocol and find 
out whether there were adjustments needed in the design, or administration of the survey 
and interview protocol and the modes of analysis. 
The whole pilot study included two parts: pilot-testing the survey and pilot-testing the 
semi-structured interviews. In the following I describe each phase: the participants, 
procedures, and results. 
3.4.1 Pilot Testing Survey 
3.4.1.1 Participants 
Fifty nine first-year engineering students from one class of a compulsory course in the 
Faculty of Engineering participated in the pilot study of the survey. Among them, 26 are 
female and 33 are males. Their average age was 19. According to their background 
survey, 32 students selected the course 'Technical Communication" this term and 11 of 
them were born in Mainland. 
Three teachers from the ELTU who did not teach the course “Technical 
Communication" were invited by email to participate in the study, and only one local 
female teacher replied and agreed to help test the feasibility of the teachers' version of the 
BALLI. She had taught in the unit for more than ten years and was an experienced 
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teacher. 
3.4.1.2 Construction of the Survey 
The beliefs about English learning survey (See Appendix A) used in this study consisted 
of a modified version of the Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALL, 
ESL/EFL version, Peacock, 1999) and a background questionnaire. The background 
questionnaire was designed by the researcher to obtain background information about the 
students, such as their age, gender, medium of instruction educational background, major 
field of study, and experience visiting or living in an English-speaking country. Findings 
of Diab (2006) and Horwitz (1999) suggested that background variables may be 
important sources of within group variation in learner beliefs about language learning. 
The survey included three parts. Part 1 of the questionnaire contained 24 items to get 
students' background information. The second part of the questionnaire contained 6 items 
to let students evaluate their language proficiency. The third part of the questionnaire 
contained 36 standard Likert items on a five-point scale. 
The survey instruments (in English) used in the present study were similar to those in 
Peacock's 1999 study: 
1) Beliefs about English learning survey, including background questionnaire and 
Peacock's 1999 version of the BALLI for learners (See Appendix A) 
2) Peacock's 1999 version of the BALLI for teachers (See Appendix B) 
The background questionnaire investigated participants' background information, 
such as age, self-rated proficiency levels and scores in Hong Kong Advanced 
Supplementary Level Ex ami nation (HKAS). The questionnaire was pilot-tested earlier 
with five first-year engineering students before distributed to the 51 students in the 
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tutorial. 
The BALLI (Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory) is a self-report 
questionnaire originally developed by Horwitz in 1987 to investigate 34 different learner 
beliefs about language learning. It has a Likert-scale format: learners are asked to choose 
from "strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree" for 
randomly ordered questions which fall into five areas: foreign language aptitude, the 
difficulty of language learning, the nature of language learning, learning and 
communication strategies, and motivation. 
According to Horwitz (1988), the BALLI only yields descriptions of discrete student 
conceptions of language learning and doesn't produce a single composite score. 
According to Horwitz (1988), questions in the BALLI do not necessarily have clear-cut 
right and wrong answers; rather they aim to address the extent of such beliefs among 
students and its consequences for language learning and teaching. 
Although the BALLI has been applied in a number of small and large scale researches, 
Peacock's 1999 study is the only one that modified Horwitz' (1987) BALLI for use in 
Hong Kong. I compared the two versions and found that Peacock (1999) made the 
following changes with Horwitz's 1987 BALLI: 1) adding two new items into the 
modified BALLY: Item 5 (English is structured in the same way as Chinese.) and Item 23 
(If I get to speak English very well, I will have many opportunities to use it.); 2) deleting 
two items in Horwitz's 1987 BALLI: Item 31 (I want to learn to speak English well.) and 
Item 32 (I would like to have American friends); and 3) rewording some items to make it 
sound more reasonable. After comparing Peacock' modified 1999 BALLI with Horwitz's 
1987 BALLI, I decided to use the former since one aim of my research is to compare the 
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findings with those of Peacock (1999) and his survey was adjusted for use with Hong 
Kong population. 
3.4.1.3 Procedures 
The pilot study for the survey was carried out in the research lab in early October, 2008. 
Among them, three were males and two were females. Two females' Hong Kong A-level 
exam score are B, two males are C and one male is E. There average age is 19. 
The pilot study for the teacher was carried out in her own office in late September. 
While filing in the questionnaire, the students and teachers were asked to tell: 1) items 
that are difficult to understand or with ambiguity. 2) items that are not applicable to their 
learning context. At the same time, the researcher kept track of the time needed to fill in 
the survey. After pre-piloting the questionnaire with the five students, the survey was 
revised accordingly and then administrated to one first-year class in the faculty of 
Engineering. Before distributing the questionnaire, teachers and the teaching assistants 
tor the course concerned were contacted to get their approval for conducting this research 
with their class. 
3.4.1.4 Results 
Among the five students in the pilot test of the survey, two filled in the questionnaire 
within 16 minutes; two took 12 minutes. In terms of the formal of the questionnaire, four 
students preferred to combine the background questionnaire with the beliefs survey into 
one questionnaire; only one student preferred to have two independent surveys. In 
addition, there were about 4 items (Part 2: Item 21 and 36; Part 3: Item 3 and 4 ) that they 
reported were either difficult to understand or inappropriate for their learning situation. 
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Item 21 (It is important to practice with cassettes and tapes) was difficult to understand to 
those students in the pilot test since they seldom used these facilities. For Item 36 (I 
would like to have American Friends), they reported that they had some English-speaking 
friends, but they came from other countries. For items 3 (I understand English fairly 
fluently) and 4 (I write English fairly fluently) in Part 3 of the survey, some of them felt 
uncertain about the meaning of word 'fluently' and asked whether it could be used it here. 
After consulting one native speaker, these two items kept unchanged since they wouldn't 
cause any misunderstanding. Accordingly, these items that needed changes were revised 
as follows: Item 21 (it is important to practice with language lab); and Item 36 (I would 
like to have English-speaking friends). 
The administration of the survey in one class informed me that the majority of the 
students could finish the questionnaire within 15 minutes and only a few students needed 
20 minutes. None of these respondents had questions about the format and content of the 
survey. 
As for the teachers' survey, it took the invited teacher from the ELTU about eleven 
minutes to complete. She reported that it was better to rewrite Item 10 (It is better to learn 
a foreign language in the foreign country) as “it is better to learn a foreign language if 
you live in the foreign country". Since it did not make much difference in meaning, the 
researcher decided to adopt the original one in order to more accurately compare findings 
of the present study with those found in Peacock (1999). 
44 
3.4.2 Pilot Study of Semi-structured Interviews 
3.4.2.1 Participants 
Three students (one male, two females) among those who filled in the questionnaire were 
chosen to participate in the piloting phase of the individual semi-structured interviews. 
All of them received a C score in the public examination of both HKAS and HKCE, so 
their performance in the interview could be more representative of the students in the 
faculty of Engineering. Since these students' English proficiency was in the intermediate 
level, it could test whether the questions in the interview protocol were intelligible. If 
they could answer all the questions in English, it was reasonable to assume that students 
who received A or B in the HAAS and HKCE could also answer questions in English. 
3.4.2.2 Design of Interview Protocols 
The purposes of the individual, semi-structured interviews were: 1) to collect qualitative 
data to back up and assist the interpretation of the data obtained from the BALLI; and 2) 
to investigate the factors (e.g. cultural) contributing to the formation of English learning 
beliefs of the Hong Kong university learners. The interview protocol (See Appendix C) 
was intended to seek students' views on the five dimensions in Horwitz (1987) beliefs 
system, i.e., 1) beliefs about foreign language aptitude, 2) beliefs about the difficulty of 
language learning, 3) beliefs about the nature of language learning, 4) beliefs about 
learning and communication strategies and 5) beliefs about motivation. Except the 
dimension of motivation, each dimension includes several sub-dimensions. For instance, 
the dimension of beliefs about foreign language aptitude included two themes: 1) aeneral 
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existence of specialized abilities for language learning and 2) characteristics of more or 
less successful language learners. 
Questions in the interview protocol were designed and written based on these five 
dimensions and their underlying themes. After the draft of the interview protocol was 
finished, I consulted several professionals in interview design. Based on their suggestions, 
some revisions were made. Firstly, in terms of formatting, numbers were added before 
each question to make the interviewer feel easy to follow the protocol. Secondly, probes 
and questions were distinguished by carefully examination of the nature of the question. 
Some questions were actually probes of certain question. Thirdly, some open-ended 
questions were designed and added in the interview protocol to provide the opportunity 
for students to raise relevant issues not already covered. Lastly, the list of actual BALLI 
questions under each sub-heading was added into the protocol and put them in a text box. 
A space was left at the front of each item for the interviewee's survey response. This way 
would make the actual interview process more efficient than referring to learners' filled 
surveys while conducting the interview. The phrasing in the protocol was revised several 
times to ensure clarity. 
In case some students might have difficulty in conducting the interviews in English, 
all the interview questions were translated into Chinese and a Chinese version of the 
interview protocol was prepared. This Chinese version was checked twice by a Ph.D 
student in the Department whose mother tongue is Cantonese. 
3.4.2.3 Procedures 
Based on the survey results, I wrote emails to five first-year students in the Faculty of 
Engineering who had received C scores in the HKAS and HKCE to invite them to 
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participate in the pilot study and informed them HK$50 would be paid for their 
participation. Three of them replied and agreed to participate in the study. All the pilot 
semi-structured interviews were conducted in English in the research lab in the 
Department of English in late October. 
3.4.2.4 Results 
Each interview lasted about one hour and the three-hour long interviews were transcribed 
selectively. The pilot interviews indicated that students with a C score in the HK A-level 
examination should be capable of using English to answer questions in the protocol. 
Based on the selective transcription of the interviews, further changes were made for the 
interview protocol. Firstly, in several places, the questions were not in a logical sequence 
and thus were reordered accordingly. Secondly, a couple of questions were added at the 
end to serve as a summary of the interview. Although my primary aim of the interview 
protocol was to better understand learners' language learning beliefs and find out their 
sources, it is also important to determine if their beliefs have changed in any way as their 
proficiency has developed and have matured. With this in mind, questions concerning 
how learning beliefs changed were added in the end. Thirdly, as some questions were too 
long for students to understand, they were shortened or divided into two questions. In 
addition, there were some questions in the protocol that the interviewees felt were too 
difficult to answer. More prompts were added under the questions to make interviewees 
feel at ease and elicit more detailed answers from interviewees. 
Furthermore, three questions were deleted. The reason was that after transcribing the 
pilot interviews, I found that although the interviewee could answer some questions, the 
answers were not related to my research focus. Last but not least, six questions were 
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added. These added questions aimed to let the interviewees explain why they think 
certain strategies were effective for improving certain language skills and how they learnt 
such strategies. The selectively transcribed interviews told me that knowing these 
strategies or assumptions was the first step to identifying the sources of learning beliefs 
and following questions should be asked. The interview data indicated that questions in 
the protocol were effective in eliciting students' answers to what shapes their certain 
beliefs about language 丨earning. 
3.4.3 Implications of Pilot Study 
The pilot study served as a useful trial of the research instruments and procedures. It 
helped uncover some previously unnoticed problems before the main study and helped to 
refine the instruments. Necessary revisions were made accordingly for both the surveys 
and the interview protocol. The pilot test helped ensure the feasibility and usefulness of 
the instruments, especially the interview protocol, and thus the smooth implementation of 
the main study. 
3.5 The Main Study 
The main study was also divided into two main phases: large-scale survey and follow-up 
interviews with selected individuals. The large-scale survey was used to investigate the 
engineering students' learning beliefs, to determine if there were mismatches between 
learners' and teachers' learning beliefs, and whether some learning beliefs are specific to 
the Hong Kong learning context. The interviews were conducted mainly to better 
understand sources of learners' learning beliefs. The main study lasted from late October 
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to the end of December, 2008. 
3.5.1 Participants 
3.5.1.1 Survey Participants 
In the first phase, surveys (See Appendix A) were distributed to 231 first year students 
from the Faculty of Engineering in the 2008-2009 academic year. The surveys were 
administrated in their two major courses. Each course had two classes with students 
majoring in different sub-disciplines. Of the 231 questionnaires distributed, 219 were 
completed by students. Among these respondents, 20% were males and 80% were 
females. All were Cantonese speakers, except two respondents. With an age range from 
16 to 23 and an average age of 18.4, the majority of these students started to learn 
English at the age of 12. 
As for teachers, eight teachers from the ELTU, teaching the course "communication 
skills", were invited to participate in the study and fill in the survey (See Appendix B). 
Seven teachers replied and agreed to participate in the study. Among them, four were 
males and three were females. 
3.5.1.2 Selection Criteria for Student Interviewees 
The interviewees were selected using "criterion sampling" (Patton, 2002). The following 
criteria were used to select the interviewees: 
a. Only students who were born in Hong Kong, had not lived or studied 
abroad and used Cantonese (mother tongue) to communicate at home, were 
considered; 
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b. For highly proficient students, their English language results in the public 
English examinations in HKAS (Hong Kong Advanced Supplementary 
Level Examination) and HKCE (Hong Kong Certificate of Education 
Examination) were within the range of A to B; for students in the 
intermediate level, they obtained a 'C ' for the two examinations; and for 
less proficient students, their results were within the range of D to E. When 
there was a mismatch in examination results, students' proficiency level 
was mainly measured by their HKAS scores since the examination took 
place one year after the HKCE and thus could more accurately reflect 
students' language proficiency. 
c. They were interested in the study and willing to participant in the interview. 
The study only chose interviewees from those who wrote their email 
address and/or phone number on the collected survey. 
Among the 219 participants, three students with a higher level of proficiency, three 
students with an intermediate level of proficiency, and three students with a lower level 
of proficiency were selected to take up the interview. Specializations and gender were 
also considered to include a range to be representative of target group of EFL learners. 
Table 3.1 summarizes the interviewees' personal demographic and language background. 
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Table 3.1: Profile of the Interviewees 
Pseudonyms Ella* Jack" R u b / Eric Rita Anne Vito* Gary* Tina* 
Age 19 19 19 19 19 19 19 19 19 
Sex F M F M F F M M F 
Birthplace HK HK HK HK HK HK HK HK HK 
Mother tongue C C C C C C C C C 
Language(s) 
used at home 





C C&E C&P C&E 
&P 









15 13 16 17 16 16 15 15 15 
English grade 
ill HKCE exam 
A B A C C C D E E 
English grade 
in HKAS exam 









E E E E E E C&E C C 









Good Faire Fair Good Fair Good Fair Fail- Poor 
P=Putonghua 
3.5.2 Instrumentation 
*=less successful learners; HK=Hong Kong, E=English; C=Cantonese; 
3.5.2.1 Survey 
Based on the results of the pilot study and further reading, the survey (see Appendix A) 
was revised in the main study. The final version, which was in English, comprised two 
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parts: background survey and the modified version of Peacock's BALLI. All of the items 
except the background questionnaire were placed on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 
"Strongly agree" to "Strongly disagree" with values 1-5 assigned to them respectively. 
3.5.2.2 Semi-structured Interviews 
In the study, semi-structured interviews were used to investigate sources of learning 
beliefs. Semi-structured interviews are a kind of compromise between unstructured and 
structured interviews (Wallace, 1998; Mackey and Gass, 2005). In a semi-structured 
interview, there is usually a prepared interview schedule, but most of the questions are 
open questions with comments, examples, and/or follow-up questions (Nunan, 1992; 
Wallace, 1998). Because of its flexibility which provided the freedom to digress and 
probe for more information, semi-structured interviews were used in the main study of 
the present research. 
In the study, the key questions for students were designed with reference to Horwitz's 
(1987) studies on the introduction to the design of BALLI (Horwitz, 1987) (See Section 
3.4.2.2). Like the interview protocol used in the pilot test, the protocol used by the main 
study also included five dimensions: 1) Foreign language aptitude; 2) Difficulty of 
language learning; 3) Nature of language learning; 4) Learning and communication 
strategies; and 5) Motivation. 
3.5.3 Data Collection 
Data for the formal study were collected from early October 2008 to the middle of 
December, 2008. In the following sections, the data collection procedures for surveys and 
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semi-structured interviews are described. 
3.5.3.1 Survey 
Before the questionnaire administration, the program me coordinator and teachers 
concerned were contacted to get their permission for collecting data in their course. The 
questionnaire (Appendix A) was distributed to year-one Engineering students in four 
formal 2-hour lectures of their major course. The questionnaire data collection began in 
early October and was completed in early November, 2008. _ 
The questionnaires were distributed during the break of the class. In each 
questionnaire, a cover letter was included to explain the purpose of the study and the 
significance of their participation. Besides, a form (Appendix D) was given to them to 
obtain the consent to participate in the study. They were assured that their participation 
and personal identifications would be confidential. Just before filling in the questionnaire, 
participants received a very brief oral introduction of the research and instructions about 
how to fill in the questionnaire. They were encouraged to ask any questions concerning 
tilling in the questionnaire. 
In each session, the majority of students took about 15 minutes to complete the 
questionnaire. In total, 244 questionnaires were distributed, and 225 returned, saying they 
agreed to participant in the study. 
3.5.3.2 Semi-structured Interviews 
Data for the nine semi-structured interviews were collected from early November to the 
end of December. The interviews took place in a pre-booked research laboratory of the 
department, which was private and comfortable. Some drinks and snacks were provided 
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so as to give the participants a relaxing atmosphere to talk and share about their beliefs 
about foreign language learning. Before each interview, the participants were paid 
HK$50 for their participation. They were also assured that their background information 
and talk in the interview would only be used for academic purposes and would be kept 
highly confidential. 
For the highly proficient participants, the interviews were conducted in English, 
using the interview protocol as a guide (See Appendix C). For the less proficient 
participants, the interviews were conducted in either English or Cantonese, depending on 
their own choice. A PhD student in the department with Cantonese as his mother tongue 
was invited to conduct the interview with the researcher together if the interviewee 
wished to use Cantonese. The Cantonese version of the interview protocol was given to 
the invited researcher for his reference. Only one of the 6 interviewees opted to convey 
his idea in Cantonese. 
All the interviews were audio-taped. The following table gives a brief summary for 
research procedures of the semi-structured interviews. 
Table 3.2: Semi-structured Interviews 
Interviewee 






F A English 94 mins 
2 M B English 64 mins 
3 F B English 82 mins 
4 Intermediate 
level 
M C English 46 mins 
5 F C English 51 mins 
6 F C English 64 mins 
7 Less M D English 75 mins 
8 proficient M E Cantonese 61 mins 
9 F E English 44 mins 
Among the nine interviewees, five were females and four were males. The longest 
54 
interview lasted 94 minutes and the shortest 44 minutes. On average, each interview 
lasted 64 minutes. In terms of the average interview time for each group, it was 80 
minutes for the group of the highly proficient learners, 54 for the group of students in the 
intermediate level, and 60 for the group of less proficient learners. 
3.5.4 Data Analysis 
3.5.4.1 Survey 
The collected surveys were computed using SPSS 11.0. To answer research question 1), 
participants' responses were analyzed descriptively by calculating percentages and mean 
scores, in order to get a general trend of participants' learning beliefs. The Independent 
sample /-test was used to compare current learners' beliefs about language learning with 
those in Peacock (1999) and in other contexts (e.g., Yang, 1999). As for research question 
3), since data collected from the teachers (N=8) was not enough to do an independent 
Mest to identify whether there existed mismatches between teachers' and students' beliefs, 
descriptive statistics were conducted to make general comparison. To answer research 
question (4), Pearson correlation test was conducted to test whether there was an 
association between individual beliefs and proficiency levels. Findings were compared 
with those found in Peacock (1999). 
3.5.4.2 Semi-structured Interviews 
To make the interview data ready for analysis, the interviews of the eight participants, 
which were conducted in English, were transcribed. As for the interview data collected in 
Cantonese, a researcher with Cantonese as his mother tongue was invited to double-check 
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the transcripts. When the interview transcripts were ready for analysis, the following 
procedures recommended by Miles and Hubermaii (1994) and Creswell (2003) were 
followed with the aim of tracing any sources of learning beliefs and context-specific 
learning beliefs. 
Firstly, repeated readings of transcripts were conducted and sections relevant to the 
research questions were highlighted. Secondly, the most meaningful parts were extracted 
and codes were assigned to them. Thirdly, a cross-case analysis was earned out. Findings 
derived for each interview were frequently compared with other interviews to integrate 
existing categories and add new categories. Tentative coding schemes for identifying 
sources of learning beliefs and context-specific learning beliefs were developed 
respectively. Finally, the coding scheme was applied to the interview data to 
double-check its appropriateness and feasibility, and revised and reorganized accordingly. 
It was expected that in the end lists of factors that help shape or influence learning beliefs 
and some context-specific learning beliefs would be discovered. 
About 10% of interview transcripts were randomly selected by two invited 
researchers. They recoded the data independently in order to establish interrater reliability. 
Whenever there was a disagreement, we will go back to the original data to help interpret 
and provide evidence for the interview findings 
3.5.4.3 Triangulation of Data 
Data triangulation is a strategy conducive to studying complex phenomena and helps 
ensure more convincing and accurate conclusions. Data triangulation refers to the use of 
multiple data sources with similar research foci to obtain relatively comprehensive views 
about a research topic for the purpose of validation, according to researchers (Kimchi, 
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1991; Creswell, 1994; Creswell and Piano Clark, 2007). If data triangulation results in 
convergent, inconsistent, and contradictory evidence, a singular proposition or conclusion 
drawn form one data source about the investigated phenomenon must be reconsidered by 
the researcher. 
As explained in Chapter 2, questionnaires have been criticized as a research method 
to investigate learning beliefs since learners may interpret same questionnaire items 
differently and it only includes limited beliefs that language that learners held. In addition, 
the questionnaire fails to explain how and why they held certain learning beliefs. In the 
present study, triangulation of data was employed to enhance validity of the study. 
Interviewees' survey responses were triangulated with interview data to develop a deeper 
understanding of their language learning beliefs. 
3.6 Summary 
This chapter described the methodology employed in the present study. After describing 
the research context of the study,,details were provided about the pilot test process, 
including two parts: pilot study survey and semi-structured interviews. In each part, the 
participants, the construction of the instrument and the implementation were described. 
The chapter then focused on the main study, which included two phases: survey 
administration and follow-up interviews. In the first phase of the present study, 242 
first-year Engineering students completed the survey. Then based on the descriptive 
analysis of the collected survey data, nine participants were selected to participate in the 
follow-up semi-structured interviews. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. The 
interview transcripts were triangulated with the survey results to identify sources of 
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learning beliefs. In the end，a detailed description of data analysis was provided. 
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SURVEY FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter reports the results of the large-scale survey. To analyze the data collected by 
the background information and BALLI, calculation of frequency, percentage, and 
descriptive analysis, was conducted. The relations between individual learning beliefs 
and proficiency levels were investigated by conducting Pearson correlation test. 
Section 4.2 and 4.3 present students' and teachers' beliefs about language learning; 
section 4.4 compares students' and teachers' learning beliefs to identify possible 
mismatches in learning beliefs between teachers and students. Section 4.5 discusses the 
correlations between language proficiency and individual learning beliefs. 
4.2 General Picture of Student Learning Beliefs 
One aim of the study was to investigate Hong Kong EFL learners' belief about foreign 
language learning; data related to this research question was analyzed by frequency, 
means and standard deviation. For the purposes of data analysis, a student response was 
equated to numbers as follows: 1) strongly agree二 1, 2) agree=2; 3) neutral (neither agree 
nor disagree) =3; 4) disagree二4; and 5) strongly disagree=5. Table 4.1 shows the group 
means, standard deviations and rank ordering. 
As we can see in Table 4.1, participants scored the dimension of beliefs about 
motivations of language learning lowest with a mean value of 2.03. This meant that the 
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majority of students agreed more with the beliefs included in this dimension. The least 
agreed category of beliefs was related to the nature of language learning. However, it 
should be acknowledged that the means on other dimensions were very close to each 
other, ranging from 2.55 to 2.69, which indicated that a relatively small number of 
participants chose the answer "strongly agree" or "strongly disagree", since there were no 
mean scores lower than 2.0 or higher than 4.0. 
Table 4.1: Means and Standard Deviations of Belief Variables 
Variable Items Mean STD Rank 
Ordering 
A Foreign language aptitude 1,2, 10’ 15,22, 29, 32, 33，and 
34 
2.55 0.57 2 
B The difficulty of language 
learning 
3,(4)，6,(14), 24’ and 28 2.60 0.38 3 
C The nature of language 
learning 
Item 5, 8, 11’ 16, 20, 25, and 
26 
2.69 0.65 5 
D Learning and communication 
strategies 
Item 7, 9, 12’ 13, 17，18，19,21 2.66 0.54 4 
E Motivations Item 27, 30, and 31 2.03 0.19 1 
Accoridng to Horwitz (1987), the BALLI investigates learners' beliefs about language 
learning in five aspects: 1) Foreign language aptitude; 2) The difficulty of language 
learning; 3) The nature of language learning; 4) Learning and communication strategies; 
I 
and 5) Motivations and expectations. Students' response frequencies to items in each 
category are reported below (Full results were given in Appendix E). To make description 
clear, the responses designated "strongly agree" and "agree" as "agree" have been 
grouped together; similarly, those designated "strongly disagree" and “disagree” as 
"disagree." 
Foreign Language Aptitude. According to Horwitz (1985, 1987, 1988, 1999), items 1， 
2, 10, 15, 22, 29，32, 33 and 34 address the issue of individual equal potentiality for 
achievement in language learning. Specifically speaking, Items 2, 15, and 34 concerned 
the general existence of specialized abilities for language learning; Items 1, 10, 22, 29, 32, 
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33, and 34 surveyed beliefs about the characteristics of successful and unsuccessful 
language learners. Table 4.2 shows the students' response frequency to these items 










1 It is easier for children than adults to 
learn a foreign language. 
89.8 7.3 2.8 
2 Some people are born with a special 
ability which helps them learn a foreign 
language. 
87.6 10.2 2.3 
10 It is easier for someone who already 
speaks a foreign language to learn 
another one. 
43.2 34.7 22.2 
15 I have foreign language aptitude (a 
special ability for learning foreign 
languages). 
19.8 38.4 41.8 
22 Women are better than men at learning 
foreign languages. 
42.4 37.3 20.3 
29 People who are good at maths or science 
are not good at learning foreign 
languages. 
20.3 39.0 40.1 
32 People who speak more than one 
language well are very intelligent. 
5 8 . 3 3 2 . 3 9 . 6 
33 Hong Kong Chinese are good at 
learning foreign languages. 
3 0 . 5 5 4 . 2 15 .3 
34 Everyone can I earn to speak a foreign 
language. 
6 9 . 5 2 1 . 5 9 . 0 
Table 4.2 indicates that participants generally endorsed the concept of foreign 
language aptitude or special abilities for language learning. Nearly eighty-eight percent of 
the participants felt that "some people are born with a special ability to learn a foreign 
language" (Item 2); and only about two percent disagreed. About one-fifth (19.8%) 
agreed that they themselves possessed a special ability for foreign language learning 
(Item 15); forty-two percent disagreed, which indicated that nearly half had negative 
assessments of their own language learning abilities. Horwitz (1987, 1988, 1999) found 
that at least thirty-two percent agreed with this statement (Item 15), which revealed that 
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participants of the present study were less supportive of this statement. This may provide 
some support for Stevenson and Lee's (1990) claim that Asians believe more in effort, 
whereas Westerners believed more in ability. In fact, I also found through the 
semi-structured interviews that these participants believe in the role of hard work and 
perseverance in their own success rather than their own language learning abilities. 
On the other hand, seventy percent agreed that "Everyone can leam to speak a foreign 
language" (Item 34). It seemed that only the minority (about twenty percent) perceived 
themselves as possessing a special ability to foreign language learning, the majority of 
them believed that they possessed an average ability to learn a foreign language. 
As for beliefs concerning the characteristics of good language learners, the majority 
(ninety percent) supported the belief that it is easier for children than adults to learn a 
foreign language. Twenty percent endorsed the statement that “People who are good at 
mathematics or science are not good at learning foreign languages" (Item 29). When 
asked if "Women are better than men at learning foreign languages" (Item 22), forty-two 
percent supported this contention, though thirty-seven percent took a neural position. 
Taken together, participants' responses to these two items (Item 29 and 22) were quite 
encouraging, since all of the participants majored in science-related study and the 
majority of them were males. Different from Horwitz's (1987, 1988) results, participants 
of the present study had quite a positive impression of the language learning abilities of 
their fellow countrymen; only fifteen percent disagreed with the statement that "Hong 
Kong Chinese are good at learning foreign languages. Similar to Peacock's (1999) 
finding, more than half believed that "People who speak more than one language well are 
very intelligent" (Item 32). 
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The Difficulty of Language Learning. Items 3，4, 6，14’ 24, 28 concerned the general 
difficulty of learning a foreign language and the specific difficulty of learning the 
particular target language. Items 24 and 28 assessed the relative difficulty of different 
language skills, and item 6 surveyed student expectations for success. Participant 
responses to these items were found in Table 4.3. 
Table 4.3: Students' Response Frequency to BALLI Items on the Difficulty of Foreign 









3 Some languages are easier to learn than others. 80.2 15.8 4.0 
4 
English is 1) a very difficult language 
2) a difficult language 
3) a language of medium difficulty 
4) an easy language 





3)58 4) 14.9 5)0.6 
6 I believe that I will ultimately learn to speak 
English very well. 
41.2 46.9 11.9 
14 If someone spent one hour a day learning a 
foreign language, how long would it take 
him/her to become fluent? 
(a) less than a year (b) 1-2 years 
(c) 3-5 years (d) 5-10 years 
(e) You can't learn a language in 1 hour a day. 
a) 6,9 b) 39.7 c)31 d) 17.2 e)4.6 
24 It is easier to speak than understand a foreign 
language. 
35.0 32.8 32.2 
2 8 It is easier to read and write a foreign 
language than to speak and understand it. 
43.5 36.2 20.3 
Participants generally supported the concept of a language learning difficulty 
hierarchy. Eighty percent agreed that some languages were easier to learn than others 
(Item 3). Follow-up interviews revealed that it was because participants felt that the 
difficulty of language learning was dependent on the particular target language selected 
(c.f. 5.2.2.2). When asked to rate the difficulty of learning English, about twenty-six 
percent of the survey participants rated it as a difficult or very difficult language, and 
sixteen percent rated English as an easy or vey easy language. Yet, f ifty-eight percent felt 
that English, the language they were trying to learn, was of medium difficulty. Similar to 
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Horwitz ' (1999) finding that English was most generally perceived as a language of 
medium difficulty by the EFL learners, participants of the present study may have just 
been reflecting this opinion. 
In response to the question "If someone spent one hour a day learning English, how 
long would it take them to speak the language very well", their estimates varied over the 
entire range of possibilities including less than a year (6.9%), one to two years (39.7%), 
three to five years (31%), and five to ten years (17.2%). In addition, 4 .6% supported the 
statement, "You can' t learn a language in one hour a day". In other words, nearly 
seventy-one percent of participants believed that a foreign language could be learned over 
a period of one to five years. Since all the participants of the present study had spent at 
least 6 years in learning English, they were more likely to express a somewhat more 
realistic opinion of 3-5 years, compared with English beginners. 
Results from Item 14 indicated that forty-one percent believed that they would 
ultimately learn to speak English very well, with nearly forty-seven percent taking a 
neutral position. Compared with results of previous studies, responses of the participants 
to this item were quite similar to those of Yang' (1999) Taiwanese learners (58% neutral 
to the item). 
Results from Item 24 and 28 showed that thirty-five percent of participants agreed 
that it was easier to speak than understand a foreign language and forty-three percent 
believed that it was easier to read and write a foreign language than to speak and 
understand it. The follow-up interviews indicated that participants had quite an obscure 
understanding of the wording of these two items (c.f. 5.2.2). Nevertheless, since the 
majority of participants of the present study came f rom a Chinese-medium background 
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and had never been to an English-speaking country, they were more likely to agree that it 
was easier to read and write English than to speak and understand it. 
Since student judgments about the difficulty of language learning were critical to the 
development of their expectations of and commitment to it, the responses to the items in 
this section were particularly important. In the case of the data reported here, a large 
proportion of participants expected fluency after studying for 1-5 years. If they 
underestimated the difficulty of the task, they were likely to become frustrated when they 
did not make progress as quickly as expected. On the other hand, a belief that it would 
take ten years or more to learn a language could be discouraging and cause learners to 
make only minimal efforts since achievement would not be clear at hand. 
The Nature of Language Learning. Items 5, 8, 11，16，20, 25 and 26 investigated 
learners' opinion about the nature of the language learning process. Items 8 and 11 
concerned the role of cultural contact and language immersion in language achievement. 
Item 20 sought to determine if the learner viewed language learning as different f rom 
other types of learning, while items 13, 16 and 21 assessed students' conception of the 
focus of he language learning task. Item 5 addresses the students' perceptions of 
structural differences between English and Chinese. Responses to these items are 
reported in Table 4.4. 
Results from Item 11 indicated that the participants viewed a second language 
environment as highly facilitative of language learning. Eighty-four percent agreed that it 
was better to learn a foreign language in the foreign country, and forty-seven percent 
agreed that it was necessary to know the culture of English-speaking countries in order to 
speak English (Item 8). Nearly seventy-two percent agreed that learning a foreign 
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language was different from learning other school subjects (Item 25). 
Table 4.4: Students' Response Frequency to BALLI Items on the Nature of Language 










5 English is structured in the same way as Chinese. 6.2 19.8 74.0 
8 It is necessary to know the foreign culture in order to 
speak the foreign language. 
47.5 32.2 20.3 
11 It is better to learn a foreign language in the foreign 
country. 
84.1 11.4 4.5 
16 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of 
learning a lot of new vocabulary words. 
59.3 23.7 16.4 
20 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of 
learning a lot of grammar rules. 
60.5 26.0 • 13.6 
25 Learning a foreign language is different from 
learning other school subjects. 
71.8 23.7 4.5 
26 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of 
translating from Chinese. 
25.4 33.9 40.1 
It seemed that participants were heavily influenced by a traditional orientation to 
teaching English which emphasizes grammar and vocabulary learning. Fifty-nine percent 
agreed that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of learning a lot of new 
vocabulary words, and nearly sixty-one percent believed that it was mostly a matter of 
learning a lot of grammar rules. Besides, a quarter of participants believed that learning a 
foreign language was mostly a matter of translating from Chinese, with thirty-four 
percent taking a neutral position. Horwitz (1988) claimed that a belief that learning 
vocabulary words was the most important part of language learning would almost 
certainly make students invest the majority of their time in memorizing vocabulary at the 
expense of other language 丨earning tasks and this may hinder their language learning. The 
interview data also indicated that participants tended to view traditional teaching 
activities as useful strategies in learning languages, such as doing grammar exercises, or 
memorizing vocabulary lists. 
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Learning and Communication Strategies Items 7, 9，12, 13，17，18，19，and 21 
addressed learning and communication strategies and were probably most directly related 
to a student's actual language learning practices. Items 14 and 17 surveyed students' 
learning strategies, and items 7，8，11，and 15 concerned communication strategies. 
Participants' responses to these items are presented in Table 4. 5. 
Table 4.5: Students' Response Frequency to BALLI Items on Learning and 










7 It is important to speak a foreign language with 
an excellent accent. 
63.8 27.1 8.5 
9 You shouldn't say anything in the foreign 
language until you can say it correctly. 
10.2 27.1 62.7 
12 If I heard someone speaking English, I would 
go up to them so that I could practice speaking 
the language. 
31.6 43.5 24.9 
13 It's O.K. to guess if you don't know a word in 
the foreign language. 
57.1 33.3 9.0 
17 It is impoitant to repeat and practice a lot. 93.2 5.6 1.1 
18 1 feel self-conscious speaking a foreign 
language in front of other people. 
38.4 40.1 18.6 
19 If you are allowed to make mistakes in the 
beginning it will be hard to get rid of them later 
on. 
50.3 29.4 19.8 
21 It is important to practice in the language 
laboratory. 
35.6 47.5 16.9 
First, participants seemed to be heavily influenced by a traditional orientation to 
language learning. Nearly ninety-three percent agreed that it was important to repeat and 
practice a lot. About thirty-six percent agreed with the statement, “It is important to 
practice in the language laboratory", while about forty-eight percent were neutral to this 
statement. 
Items 7, 9, 12, 13, 18 and 19 were related to strategies used in a communicative 
approach to language teaching. Only nine percent disagreed that it was okey to guess if 
you did not know a word in the foreign language, and about sixty-three percent disagreed 
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with the statement that "You shouldn't say anything in the foreign language until you can 
say it correctly.” Half of the participants believed that if beginners were allowed to make 
mistakes in the beginning, it would be hard to get rid of them later on. With respect to 
pronunciation, nearly nine percent rejected the notion that it was important to speak a 
foreign language with an excellent accent. Thirty-eight percent felt self-conscious 
speaking a foreign language in front of other people, while forty percent took a neutral 
position. 
Motivation and Expectation Items 27, 30, and 31 concerned desires and opportunities 
students associated with the learning of their target language. Their responses to these 
three items were reported in Table below. 











27 If I learn to speak English well, it will help 
me get a good job. 
86.4 11.9 1.7 
30 Hong Kong Chinese think that it is important 
to speak a foreign language. 
78.5 18.1 3.4 
31 I would like to learn English so that I can get 
to know its speakers better. 
72.9 20.3 6.2 
A large number of participants associated language skills with better job 
opportunities. About eighty-six percent endorsed the item: "If I learn to speak this 
language very well, it will help me get a good job." Nearly seventy-nine percent agreed 
that Hong Kong Chinese thought it was important to speak a foreign language. Item 31 
investigated the integrative motivation of these subjects. These participants expressed a 
strong desire for friendship with native speakers. Nearly seventy-three percent agreed 
with the statement: “I would like to learn English so that I can get to know its speakers 
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better", although the majority of the responses were "agree" rather than "strongly agree." 
Table 4.7: BALLI Items to Which Taiwanese Subjects Responded Quite Differently from 









Beliefs about Foreign Language Aptitude 
26 People who speak more than one 









Beliefs about Difficulties of Language Learning 
6 
I believe that I will ultimately learn to 









Beliefs about the Nature of Language Learning 
20 Learning a foreign language is mostly a 










26 Learning a foreign language is mostly a 









Beliefs about Learning and Communication Strategies 
7 It is important to speak a foreign 









19 If you are a l lowed to make mistakes in 
the beginning it will be hard to get rid of 









Beliefs about Motivations and Expectation 
31 I would like to learn English so that I 









Notes: H=Hong Kong subjects, T=Taiwanese subjects. 
It seemed that Hong Kong EFL learners were strongly motivated to leam English, 
since they possessed both instrumental and integrative motives for English learning. They 
believed that linguistic abilities would lead to a better job and the majority had a strong 
desire to get to know native speakers. These motivations would likely help them conquer 
the setbacks and difficulties that they may face during the language learning process. 
After finished analysing the participants' responses to the BALLI, a general 
comparison was made with previous studies to find whether some beliefs were specific to 
the Hong Kong learning context. After carefully examining previous studies, only Yang 
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(1999) was selected to compare with participants' responses of the present study, since 
73% of its subjects were freshmen and its results were expressed in percentage. Table 4.7 
illustrated which the Taiwanese subjects responded quite differently from the participants 
of the present study. 
As indicated in Table 4.7，we can see variations in the two groups; in fact there is a 30 
percent difference in all of the items. The two groups even differed by nearly 50% on 
Item 6. Ninety percent of Taiwanese subjects agreed with the statement, "I believe that I 
will ultimately learn to speak English very well" (Item 6), while less than half of Hong 
Kong participants believed so, this revealed that subjects in Yang (1999) were more 
confident in English learning than those in the present study. However, the identified 
differences between the two groups may not necessarily be due to cultural differences or 
beliefs specific to either Hong Kong or Taiwan learning context, since the two groups 
may be different in other ways, such as proficiency level, and motivation; a range of 
factors may contribute to the differing beliefs found between them. At present, it is still 
premature to draw a conclusion that there existed certain beliefs specific to the Hong 
Kong learning context. 
4.3 General Picture of Teacher Learning Beliefs 
Teachers' beliefs about language learning were collected from six teachers who were 
teaching the course "Technical communication" in the English Language Teaching Unit 
at the Chinese University of Hong Kong when the study was underway. Teachers' 
responses to each category are reported below (Full results were given in Appendix F). 
Foreign Language Aptitude Items 1, 2, 9, 18, 24’ 26, 27 and 28 in the teachers' 
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BALL I concern the general existence of specialized abilities for language learning and 
beliefs about the characteristics of successful and unsuccessful language learners. Table 












1 It is easier for children than adults to learn a foreign 
language. 
6 
2 Some people are born with a special ability which helps 
them learn a foreign language. 
3 2 • 1 
9 It is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign 
language to learn another one. 
3 2 1 
18 Women are better than men at learning foreign 
languages. 
6 
24 People who are good at maths or science are not good at 
learning foreign languages. 
1 5 
26 People who speak more than one language well are very 
intelligent. 
1 2 3 
27 Hong Kong Chinese are good at learning foreign 
languages. 
1 3 2 
28 Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language. 6 
Item 2 solicited the teachers' view on the general existence of specialized abilities for 
language learning. Three teachers agreed with the statement: "Some people are born with 
a special ability to learn a foreign language" (Item 2), although one teacher disagreed. 
Interestingly, all these six teachers agreed that "Every one can leam to learn a foreign 
language" (Item 28). Responses to the two items indicate that all teachers, no matter what 
view they held about foreign language aptitude, tended to agree that everyone possesses 
average ability to learn a foreign language. 
The questions dealing with beliefs concerning the characteristics of good language 
learners yielded interesting results. Consistent with common wisdom, all the six teachers 
felt overwhelmingly that it was easier for children than adults to learn a foreign language 
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(Item 1). By contrast, two commonly encountered beliefs about differential language 
learning ability were not supported by the majority of the teachers. Among the six 
teachers, five disagreed with the statement that "People who are good at mathematics or 
science are not good at learning foreign languages" (Item 24) and all six teachers were 
neutral about the statement that "Women are better than men at learning languages" (Item 
18). In addition, they were not enthusiastic about the language learning abilities of Hong 
Kong Chinese; only one of the six teachers agreed with the statement ‘‘Hong Kong 
Chinese are good at learning foreign languages" (Item 27); three teachers took a neutral 
position. 











3 Some languages are easier to learn than others. 5 1 
4 
English is 1) a very difficult language 1 
2) a difficult language 
3) a language of medium difficulty 5 
4) an easy language 
5 ) a very easy language. 
1) 
1 




If someone spent one hour a day learning a foreign 
language, how long would it take him/her to become 
fluent? 
1) less than a year 
2) 1-2 years 
3) 3-5 years 
4) 5-10 years 
5) You can't learn a language in 1 hour a day. 








19 It is easier to speak than understand a foreign 
language. 
1 1 4 
23 It is easier to read and write a foreign language than 
to speak and understand it. 
4 1 1 
The Difficulty of Language Learning. Items 3, 4’ 14, 24, 28 in the teachers' BALLI 
concerned the general difficulty of learning a foreign language and the specific difficulty 
of the target language. Items 19 and 23 assessed the relative difficulty of different 
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language skills. Responses to these items were reported in the table below. 
Among the seven teachers, five agreed with the statement that "Some languages are 
easier to learn than others" (Item 3). Thus, the large majority of teachers surveyed 
believed that the difficulty of language learning was dependent, at least to certain extent, 
on the particular target language expected. In addition, among the six teachers, five 
agreed that "English is a language of medium difficulty" (Item 4)，and only one teacher 
believed that English was a very difficult language. These answers indicate that EFL 
teachers had very similar assessments of the difficulty of English language learning. 
The data also reflected similar views among teachers on the relative difficulty of the 
separate language skills. Four among the six teachers disagreed with the statement that "It 
is easier to speak than understand a foreign language" (Item 19), but they agreed with the 
statement that "It is easier to read and write a foreign language than to speak and 
understand it". 
Regardless of similarities in assessments of difficulty of English learning by the six 
teachers, their estimates of the amount of time required to learn a foreign language were 
quite different. In response to the question, "If someone spent one hour a day learning a 
foreign language, how long would it take him/her to become fluent?", estimates ranged 
from 1-2 years to the assertion that a language cannot be learned in one hour a day. Not a 
single teacher felt that someone could learn to speak a foreign language fluently within 
one year. 
The Nature of Language Learning. Items 5, 7, 10’ 13, 16, 20, and 21 in the teacher 's 
version of the BALLI investigated the teachers' opinion about the nature of the language 
learning process. Items 7 and 10 concerned the role of cultural contact and language 
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immersion in language achievement. Item 20 sought to determine if the teachers viewed 
language learning as different from other types of learning, while items 13，16 and 21 
assessed their understanding of the nature of the language learning task. Item 5 addressed 
the teachers' perceptions of structural differences between English and Chinese. Their 
responses to these items are reported in Table 4.10. 
Table 4.10: Teachers' Response Frequency to BALLI Items on the Nature of Language 
# 









5 English is structured in the same way as Chinese. 6 
7 It is necessary to know the foreign culture in order to 
speak the foreign language. 
3 1 2 
10 It is better to learn a foreign language in the foreign 
country. 
6 
13 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of 
learning a lot of new vocabulary words. 
3 3 
16 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of 
learning a lot of grammar rules. 
1 5 
20 Learning a foreign language is different from learning 
other school subjects. 
6 
21 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of 
translating from Chinese. 
1 1 4 
Many people believe that learning another language is merely a matter of translating 
from English, learning grammar rules, or new vocabulary words. The teacher respondents 
did not appear to share some of these opinions about language learning. All of the six 
teachers endorsed the statement that "Learning a foreign language was different from 
learning other school subjects" (Item 20). Four of them disagreed with the statement that 
"Learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of translating from Chinese” (Item 21), 
and five teachers disagreed that learning a foreign language was mostly learning of a lot 
of grammar rules (Item 16). However, half of the teachers either agreed or disagreed with 
the statement that "Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of 
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new vocabulary words" (Item 13)，respectively. A belief that learning vocabulary words 
was the most important part of language learning will almost certainly lead teachers to 
make students invest the majority of their time memorizing vocabulary at the expense of 
improving other language skills. 
Learning and Communication Strategies. Items 6, 7, 8, 11，14，15, and 17 addressed 
learning and communication strategies, and were probably the most directly related to 
teachers' attitudes to students' actual language learning practices. Items 14 and 17 
referred to learning strategies, and items 7, 8, 11, and 15 concerned communication 
strategies. Teachers' responses to these items are found in Table 4. 11. 
Table 4.11: Teachers' Response Frequency to BALLI Items on Learning and 
# 









6 It is iniportanl to speak a foreign language with an 
excellent accent. 
2 4 
8 You shouldn't say anything in the foreign language until 
you can say it correctly. 
1 5 
11 It's O.K. to guess if you don't know a word in the 
foreign language. 
6 
14 It is important to repeat and practice a lot. 6 
15 If you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it 
will be hard to get rid of them later on. 
1 5 
17 It is important to practice in the language laboratory. 2 2 2 
In accordance with a traditional orientation to language teaching, all six teachers 
agreed that "It is important to repeat and practice a lot (Item 14), but only two teachers 
endorsed that “It is important to practice in the language laboratory" (Item 17). 
Responses to the following items concerning communication strategies were of 
special interest to communication-centered teaching practice. All six teachers agreed that 
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"It's okey to guess if you don't know a word in the foreign language" (Item 11)，and they 
disagreed with the statement that "You shouldn't say anything in the foreign language 
until you can say it correctly" (Item 8). Among the seven teachers, five disagreed that "If 
you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it will be hard to get rid of them later 
on" (Item 15). With respect to pronunciation, two among the six teachers felt that it was 
important to speak a foreign language with an excellent accent. Teachers' responses to 
these items indicated that they would regard students' mistakes as normal when they use 
communicative teaching approaches in their classes. Since some teachers stressed the role 
of standard pronunciation, this may let students avoid speaking in the class, which would 
hinder students from participating class activities. 
Motivation and Expectation Items 22 and 25 concerned desires and opportunities the 
teachers associated with English teaching. Responses to these two items were reported in 
Table 4.12. 
Table 4.12: Teachers' Response Frequency to BALLI Items on Motivation and 
# 









22 If my students learn to speak English very well, it 
will help them get a good job. 
6 
25 Hong Kong Chinese think that it is important to 
speak a foreign language. 
3 2 1 
Three teachers agreed with the statement that "Hong Kong Chinese think that it is 
important to speak a foreign language" (Item 25). All the six teachers associated students' 
English proficiency level with good job opportunities. It seemed that teachers believed 
that high English proficiency would lead to a better job. 
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4.4 Mismatch between Teachers，and Students' 
Learning Beliefs 
The learning beliefs of the teachers and students in the present study were compared to 
identify whether there were any mismatches between them. As Table 4.13 illustrated, the 
mismatches between teachers and students were mainly found in the dimension of beliefs 
about foreign language aptitude (Item 18 and 26), beliefs about learning difficulties (Item 
4，12, and 19), beliefs about the nature of language learning (Item 13’ 16’ and 21) and 
beliefs about learning and communication strategies (Item 8, 11, and 15) (See Appendix 
F). 
Beliefs about Foreign language Aptitude All six teachers (100%) took a neutral 
position with regards to the statement "Women are better than men at learning foreign 
languages." This indicated that teachers did not feel that gender made a difference in 
learning foreign languages. However, students varied in their views about this. About one 
third of them took a neutral position, while forty-two percent agreed with this statement. 
Teachers and students' responses to this item revealed a mismatch in their views 
concerning the role of gender in learning foreign languages. Since most of the students 
were males majoring in science-related subjects, such a belief would lead them to ascribe 
their low language proficiency to gender, a factor which could not be controlled by 
learners. This may lead them to put less effort into improving their language achievement, 
even if their teachers kept encouraging them to learn English. This suggests the need for 
teachers to introduce some successful male foreign language learners to their students to 
raise their awareness that other factors, which they could control, influenced language 
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achievement. 
Table 4.13: Mismatches in Learning Beliefs between Teachers and Stud ents 
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26 People who speak more than one 









Beliefs about Difficulties ot Language Learning 
4 English is 1) a very difficult language 
2) a difficult language 
3) a language of medium 
difficulty 
4) an easy language 















If someone spent one hour a day 
learning a foreign language, how long 
would it take him/her to become fluent? 
1) less than a year 2) 1-2 years 
3) 3-5 years 4) 5-10 years 

















Beliefs about the Nature of Language Learning 
13 Learning a foreign language is mostly a 








16 Learning a foreign language is mostly a 








21 Learning a foreign language is mostly a 








6 6 . 6 
Beliefs about Learning and Communication Strategies 
8 You shouldn't say anything in the 








11 It's O.K. to guess if you don't know a 







15 If you are a l lowed to make mistakes in 
the beginning it will be hard to get rid of 







In addition, more than half of the students agreed with the statement that "People who 
speak more than one language well are very intelligent", but half of the teachers 
78 
disagreed. In other words, the majority of students believed that intelligence played a 
more important role in learning foreign languages than teachers did. 
Beliefs about Difficulties of Language Learning. While all the teachers agreed that 
English was at least a language of medium difficulty, about twenty percent thought that 
English was an easy language to learn. If learners underestimated the difficulty of 
learning a foreign language, they would devote relatively little time and energy to it, 
despite teachers put much effort in language teaching. Naturally, compared with students, 
teachers believed that it would take a longer time for someone to speak a foreign 
language fluently. Results from Item 12 revealed that five teachers (83.4%) held the view 
that someone could learn to speak a foreign language fluently within 1-10 years. For 
students, twelve percent either underestimated or overestimated the difficulty of foreign 
language learning. When these students faced difficulties in the actual language learning 
process, they may easily get frustrated or give up learning a foreign language altogether. 
Beliefs about the Nature of Language Learning Regarding this category, mismatches 
were mainly found in beliefs about focus of foreign language learning tasks. Much of the 
literature (e.g., Horwitz, 1987; Mantle-Bromley, 1995) suggests that learning a foreign 
language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary words was a 
misconception about foreign language learning. Interestingly, the study found that half of 
the teachers, who may be heavily influenced by traditional pedagogy, still believed that 
learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of learning a lot of vocabulary items, and 
nearly sixty-three percent students also believed the same. Interestingly, although half of 
the teachers emphasized the role of vocabulary learning in the foreign language learning 
process, most teachers rejected that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of 
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"learning a lot of grammar rules" (Item 16), or "translating from Chinese" (Item 21). Yet, 
there were still many students, influenced by traditional language teaching methodology, 
agreed that "Learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of "learning a lot of 
grammar rules" (64%), or "translating from Chinese (30.8%)". 
Beliefs about Learning and Communication Strategies. Eighty-three percent of 
teachers disagreed with the statement, "You shouldn't say anything in the foreign 
language until you can say it correctly" (Item 8). In other words, teachers would like 
students to speak more in the class, even though they may make certain mistakes. By 
contrast, only twenty-three percent students believed so. It seems that the majority of 
students would not speak English in the class until they were sure that what they would 
say was correct. This would likely greatly decrease their opportunities to practice English, 
in both the classroom or outside. 
To make things worse, more than half of the participants endorsed the statement, “If 
you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it will be hard to get rid of them later 
on" (Item 15). Such a belief may further hinder them from more practicing, since they 
were afraid of making mistakes, even though the majority of teachers did not mind 
students' mistakes, as reflected by their responses to this item. Among the six teachers, 
five disagreed with this statement, with one teacher taking a neutral position. 
In addition, all the teachers agreed that it was okay to guess if they did not know a 
word in the foreign language, yet less than half of the students would do so. It seemed 
that half of the students were passive receivers in the process of language learning, since 
they, to some extent, lacked a sprit of self-exploration to learn a foreign language. 
To sum up, the present study found ten mismatches in learning beliefs between 
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teachers and students. Compared with Peacock's (1999) study, which found eight 
mismatches, the present study found two beliefs were not identified to be mismatches 
between teachers and students. These two beliefs were that "It is important to speak a 
foreign language with an excellent accent", and "It is important to practice in the 
language laboratory". Thus, the findings of the present study, to a great extent, supported 
the mismatches found by Peacock (1999) in learning beliefs between teachers and 
students. In the next section, the Pearson correlation test was carried out to determine 
whether the mismatched beliefs were related to students' language proficiency. 
4 . 5 The Relationship between Individual Learning 
Beliefs and Proficiency Levels 
The Pearson correlation test was conducted to find out whether certain individual beliefs 
were correlated with proficiency. Table 4.14 presents the items that were correlated with 
participants' AS scores, and Table 4.15 shows the items that had significant correlation 
with CE scores. 
According to Table 4.14, six items (1 .4 . 15，16, 19, 20，and 26) were found to have a 
statistically significant association with the participants' AS scores. Yet, only Item 15 had 
positive correlation with AS scores, which meant that learners who agreed that "I have 
foreign language aptitude" were more proficient than those who disagreed. Item 1, 4, 16, 
19, 20, and 26 were found to be negatively correlated with AS scores. This indicated that 
those who agreed that "It is easier for children than adults to learn a foreign language" 
(Item 1), and that "Learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of learning a lot of 
new vocabulary words (Item 16), a lot of grammar rules (Item 20) or translating from 
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Chinese (Item 26)," were less proficient than those who disagreed. Besides, learners who 
underestimated the difficulty of learning a foreign language were less proficient than 
those who believed that English was a difficult language, and learners who agreed that “If 
you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it will be hard to get rid of them later 
on" (Item 19), were less proficient than those who disagreed. 
# 
I t em 
N S ig . ( 2 - t a i l ed ) P e a r s o n C o r r e l a t i o n 
1. It is easier for children than adults to learn a 
foreign language. 
175 . 0 2 0 - . 1 7 5 * 
4 
English is 1) a very difficult language 
2) a difficult language 
3) a language of medium difficulty 
4) an easy language 
5) a very easy 丨angua^ 
174 .001 - . 2 5 3 * * 
15 I have foreign language aptitude (a special 
ability for learning foreign languages). 
175 .035 . 1 5 9 * 
16 Learning a foreign language is mostly a 
matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary 
words. 
174 . 0 0 0 - . 3 4 3 * * 
19 If you are allowed to make mistakes in the 
beginning it will be hard to get rid of them 
later on. 
174 .025 - . 1 7 0 * 
20 Learning a foreign language is mostly a 
matter of learning a lot of grammar rules. 
175 . 0 1 4 - . 1 8 5 * 
26 Learning a foreign language is mostly a 
matter of translating from Chinese. 
174 . 0 0 3 - . 2 2 3 * * 
**: Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). 
Table 4.15 shows that five items (Item 9, 14, 19, and 20) were significantly associated 
with participants' CE scores. Interestingly, it was found that some items which were 
associated with CE scores were not correlated with AS scores (e.g., Item 6), and vice 
versa (e.g., Item 19, and 20). Apart from Item 15’ Item 6 was also positively correlated 
with language proficiency, i.e., participants' CE scores, which meant that learners who 
believed that they would ultimately learn to speak English very well were more proficient 
than those who disagreed. 
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Table 4.15: BALLI Items Showing Significant Correlations with CE Scores 
# I t e m N S ig . ( 2 - t a i l e d ) P e a r s o n C o r r e l a t i o n 
4 
English is 1) a very difficult language 
2) a difficult language 
3) a language of medium difficulty 
4) an easy language 
5) a very easy language. 
174 . 0 1 7 - . 1 8 1 * 
6 I believe that I will ultimately learn to speak 
English very well. 
175 . 0 2 6 . 1 6 8 * 
15 I have foreign language aptitude (a special 
ability for learning foreign languages). 
175 .001 . 2 5 7 * * 
16 Learning a foreign language is mostly a 
matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary 
words. 
174 .011 - . 1 9 3 * 
26 Learning a foreign language is mostly a 
matter of translating from Chinese. 
174 . 0 2 2 - . 1 7 4 * 
Note: Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed). 
Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). 
Results from the Pearson correlation test revealed that only three mismatched beliefs 
(Item 4, 16, and 26 in students' BALLI) between teachers and students were associated 
with participants' AS scores and CE scores. Thus, teachers may need to stress the 
difficulty of learning a foreign language so that students don't underestimate the time and 
energy to learn a foreign language. Moreover, as many students were deeply influenced 
by traditional teaching methodology, teachers may need to introduce more practice 
opportunities in class and instruct students to improve other language skills, such as 
listening and speaking, rather than stress memorizing vocabulary lists or doing translation 
exercises. 
Peacock (1999) found that four beliefs were associated with language proficiency: 1) 
Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of grammar rules; 2) If 
someone spent one hour a day learning a foreign language, how long would it take 
him/her to become fluent? 3) If you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it will 
be hard to get rid of them later on; and 4) You shouldn't say anything in the foreign 
language until you can say it correctly. 
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Peacock (1999) claimed that 1) Students, who agreed that "Learning a foreign 
language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of grammar rules" (Item 20), were less 
proficient than those who disagreed; 2) Students who underestimated the time for 
learning a foreign language were less proficient than those with a more realistic view; 3) 
Students who disagreed with the statement, "If you are allowed to make mistakes in the 
beginning it will be hard to get rid of them later on" (Item 9), were more proficient than 
those who agreed; and 4) students who disagreed wit the statement "You shouldn't say 
anything in the foreign language until you can say it correctly were more proficient than 
those who agreed. 
Results of the present study partially supported Peacock's (1999) finding, although 
Item 4 (Difficulty of learning English) and Item 16 (Learning a foreign language is 
mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary words) were both correlated with AS 
and CE scores. Item 19 (If you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it will be 
hard to get rid of them later on) was only correlated with participants' AS scores; and 
Item 9 (You shouldn't say anything in the foreign language until you can say it correctly) 
was neither correlated with participants' AS scores or CE scores. 
Previous research (Horwitz, 1985; Mantle-Bromley, 1995) had claimed that learners 
who endorsed the statement "Learning a language was mainly a matter of learning 
vocabulary" had misconceptions about foreign language learning. They would be 
unlikely to understand the purpose and technique of standard language teaching 
procedures, and subsequently not achieve good results. Findings of the present study 
reinforce Peacock's (1999) observation, providing evidence for this notion that certain 
learning beliefs may indeed negatively affect learners' language learning. 
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4 . 6 Summary 
To sum up, chapter 4 presented the survey findings, such as the teachers' and students' 
learning beliefs, the mismatches between them in learning beliefs as well as empirical 
evidence for the connections between individual learning beliefs and language 
achievement. It found that among the five dimensions about language learning beliefs, 
participants mostly strongly agreed with the dimension of motivational beliefs, followed 
by beliefs about foreign language aptitude. In addition, ten mismatched learning beliefs 
between teachers and students were found, e.g., on the focus of language learning task 
and beliefs on communicative strategies, and three among the ten mismatched beliefs 
were found to be associated with language proficiency. 
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5 INTERVIEW FINDINGS AND 
DISCUSSION 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter focuses on identifying sources of learning beliefs and beliefs that are 
specific to the Hong Kong learning context. To explore learners' beliefs about language 
learning, views they expressed in the semi-structured interviews were triangulated with 
their survey responses to better understand their learning beliefs. Section 5.2 reports on 
the interviewees' response to questions in their interview, with reference to their 
corresponding survey answers. The interview data are arranged according to Howritz' 
(1987) classification on beliefs about language learning. Before presenting the interview 
data, participants' survey answers related to corresponding interview questions were 
summarized to give a brief overview of their learning beliefs on each dimension of 
Horwitz' (1987) classification on learning beliefs. Section 5.3 summarizes and discusses 
possible sources that may have helped form and had influencedt learning beliefs and 
beliefs that are specific to the Hong Kong English learning context, based on 
semi-structured interview data and previous literature. Section 5.4 gives a brief summary 
of the chapter. 
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5.2 Participants' Learning Beliefs 
5.2.1 Beliefs about Foreign Language Aptitude 
Table 5.1 presents interviewees' rating-scores on the belief statements related to foreign 
language aptitude in the BALLI which was administrated before the semi-structured 
interviews. 
Table 5.1 Interviewees' Responses to BALLI Statements about Foreign Language 
Aptitude 
I T E M Ella^ Jack* Ruby# Eric Rita Anne Vito* Gary* Tina* 
1. It is easier for children than 
adults to learn a foreign 
language. 
2 
2. Some people are born with a 
special ability which helps 2 
them learn a foreign language. 
10. It is easier for someone 
who already speaks a foreign 2 
language to learn another one. 
15. I have foreign language 
aptitude (a special ability for 2 
learning foreign languages). 
22. Women are better than men 
at learning foreign languages. 
29. People who are good at 
math or science are not good at 5 
learning foreign 1 languages. 
32. People who speak more 
than one language well are 3 
very intelligent. 
33. Hong Kong Chinese are 
good at learning foreign 3 
languages. 
34. Everyone can learn to ^ 
speak a foreign l a _ a g e . 
2 2 
Notes: l=Strongly agree, 5= Strongly disagree; =most successful learners; *=least successful learners; the 
others=average learners. 
According to Horwitz's (1987) classification of language learning beliefs, items in 
Table 5.1 address the issue of equal potentiality for language learning. These items may 
be divided into two dimensions of foreign language aptitude: the general existence of 
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specialized abilities for language learning (Item 2, 15, and 34) and the characteristics of 
more or less successful language learners (Item 1,10，22, 29, 32 and 33). 
Part one of the semi-structured interviews addressed learners' beliefs about foreign 
language aptitude. Question 1 and 5 in the interview protocol were concerned with the 
general existence of specialized abilities for language learning and the remaining 
questions in Part one addressed learners' beliefs about the characteristics of more or less 
successful language learners. In the following section, the interviewees' survey answers 
were triangulated with their interview responses to better understand their beliefs about 
foreign language aptitude. 
5.2.1.1 The general existence of specialized abilities for 
language learning 
Question 1: Do you think that some people are gifted in learning foreign languages? 
Please explain why. (Item 2) 
Only one interviewee, who possessed an intermediate level of proficiency in English, 
reported he was not clear about who 'some people ' in the statement (Item 2) referred to. 
All of the other interviewees either strongly agreed or agreed with the statement 'Some 
people are born with a special ability to learn a foreign language' (Item 2) (c.f. Table 5.1). 
Less proficient interviewees tended to more strongly agree with the statement than more 
proficient interviewees. 
All of the highly proficient interviewees (Ella, Jack and Ruby) reported that when 
they started to learn English pronunciation in secondary school, they found some students 
could very quickly and easily learn to pronounce some sounds which other students 
found them very difficult to pronounce. Apart from talent, they could not find other 
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reasons to explain this phenomenon. Therefore, they believed that some people possessed 
specialized abilities for language learning. 
Eric thought that European and American people were better at foreign language 
learning than Asian people. Since he was not clear about who 'some people ' referred to, 
he was neutral to the statement (Item 2). Rita held the view that language aptitude 
originated from family background and the learning environment which could not be 
controlled by learners. Since some students' parents could speak good English, she 
believed that these students would gradually become gifted in English learning. Anne 
reported that she believed this statement because she knew some people would speak six 
or seven languages and not everyone could handle this. 
The less proficient learners, Vito, Gary and Tina, reflected on their previous learning 
experiences and reported that although they had learned English for many years and had 
made a lot of effort, they still could not learn the language well or receive an ‘A’ on 
examinations. They observed that other students who were taught by the same teacher 
achieved better academic scores than them. They concluded that some people were more 
able or gifted in language learning. 
Question 5: Do you regard yourself as strong or weak in learning foreign languages? 
Why? (Item 15} 
When asked whether they regard themselves as strong or weak in learning foreign 
languages, most of the interviewees evaluated their foreign language aptitude mainly 
according to their previous English examination scores and early training, except for Rita 
and Anne. 
Ella regarded herself as strong in leaning foreign languages. The main reasons that 
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she ment ioned to support her conclusion were: 1) good early training in pr imary and 
secondary school and 2) the high marks she received on public English examinat ions. She 
recalled that in primary and secondary schools, they did a lot of g rammar exercises and 
dictations. In addition, they had to memor ize new words each day. She concluded that she 
had built a good foundat ion for English learning in pr imary and secondary school. 
Therefore , she thought she was competent in English learning. 
As for Jack, he did not think he was gifted or strong in English learning since he 
could not get a very high mark in any of the English public examinat ions. Mostly, he got 
'B ' or ' C ' . Since he thought he could communica te with other people in English without 
difficult ies, he regarded himself as in the middle . Ruby thought language learning 
required a lot of memory work and she did not have a good memory. Since each t ime she 
could achieve ‘B，or ' C ' in public examinat ion, she evaluated herself as average. 
Rita attributed her weak English learning ability to the syllabus in Hong Kong which 
made her too exam-oriented. She explained that al though she knew many words and 
grammar, it was for examination purposes and it was hard for her to apply what she 
learned to daily life. She noted that she seldom used English as all her f r iends spoke 
Cantonese . When she compared her English pe r fo rmance with that of her peers, she felt 
that many of them were much better than her. As for Anne, she reported that she knew 
she was better than some peers in pronunciat ion. Although she did not achieve high 
marks in examinat ions , she thought she was of average ability in learning foreign 
languages. 
In the interview, Gary f i rmly stated that he was weak in learning foreign languages. 
He thought it was mainly due to the learning environment , the school and teachers. He 
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described his learning environment in secondary school and reported that there were no 
students in his school who received an ‘A’ in any public examinations. He added that 
their school was always poor in English and the teachers did not know how to teach 
English. In his estimation, he learnt very little from them. A mismatch was found between 
Gary 's survey and interview responses. When Gary was asked why it was the case, he 
explained that he did not believe it was due to his own ability. The environment made 
him weak in English learning, as he could achieve good marks in other school subjects. 
He remarked that this proved that he was not slow-minded or with low intelligence. 
To sum up, most interviewees believe that they were not gifted in language learning. 
Their conclusion was mainly based on their previous training, examination scores, 
comparison with peers, and self-analysis. 
Item 34: Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language. 
All the interviewees, except Vito, agreed with the statement, "Everyone can learn to 
speak a foreign language" (Item 34) (c.f. Table 5.1), as they thought that humans, whether 
smart or not, have a certain degree of cognitive ability to know the world and learn new 
things. People might not be good at what they were learning, but they still could learn 
part or a bit of it. Vito showed the least support for this notion, citing exceptional cases 
(e.g., people with aphasia). His reservation about the suitability of the statement seemed 
to echo his neutral position on this belief statement. No matter how hard some individuals 
tried to learn a foreign language, he thought they will not be able to speak it. 
5.2.1.2 Beliefs about the characteristics of successful and less 
successful language learners 
1. Response to Interview Questions 2，4，and 6 
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Question 2: At what age do you think it is best to begin learning a foreign language？ 
Why? 
Ella thought age six or seven or during year one in primary school was the best time 
to begin learning a foreign language since we had learnt our mother tongue quite well and 
knew how to explain and express ourselves. She felt at that time children were more 
willing to learn and had a better memory. Like Ella, Ruby and Eric were convinced that 
primary one or age seven was the best time to begin learning a foreign language (c.f. 
Table 5.1). ‘ 
Gary declared that people should begin 丨earning a foreign language from age 6 to 13. 
Learning from other students' learning experiences, he felt if people start after age 13’ 
they might not be so interested in learning foreign languages and have relatively little 
time to do so. 
Jack, Rita and Tina proposed that people should start learning a foreign language 
before age three since most children could speak their mother tongue before age three. 
They assumed that if they learnt a foreign language before age three, they still could 
master it and become more used to that language. 
On the contrary, Anne and Vito thought age three was too young for children to 
understand knowledge. Anne said maybe age five was more appropriate. When asked 
why she thought so, she replied she really did not know how to explain why, she just 
thought so. Vito proposed that children should start learning a foreign language as early 
as possible but not before age one or two. In the follow-up interview, he explained why 
he felt this way. 
I think age five was best to begin learning a foreign language. If children start 
too early, at age one or two, 1 think they could not understand what you say to 
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them. I remembered that when I taught a two-year-old baby some simple 
English, he could not understand and follow me. So I think if they start at age 
five or six, they can understand and absorb the language. They can also learn 
more quickly. (Vito, Interview, 4 Dec 08) 
A closer look at the interviewees' comments revealed that they drew on their own life, 
learning experiences, and some special social phenomena related to foreign language 
learning. 
Question 4: Think of someone you know who is exceptionally good at learning a foreign 
language. Why do you think this person is so successful? 
In her response, Ella indicated that one of her classmates in secondary school was 
very successful in learning English. She noted that this girl read a lot of English books. 
She further explained that this classmate has influenced her own way of learning English. 
Ella also thought successful learners should be brave enough to communicate in 
English with foreigners. In the follow-up interview, she continued to explain why this 
classmate was so successful. 
Whenever you have a chance, you need grab it to speak because for my 
classmate, she was in the team of school oral English and she had more 
chances to speak in front of the public. I think it is also a good way for her to 
learn English. (Ella, Interview, 18 Dec 08) 
Ruby and Eric repeated one of the reasons that Ella mentioned. Ruby learned from 
one of her friends that English learning required a lot of reading and practice. Eric 
thought all successful learners were brave enough to express themselves and not afraid to 
make mistakes. They liked speaking and practice. 
Jack recalled that some of his secondary school classmates were exceptionally good 
at learning English. He remembered that they could improve their command of the 
language very quickly. He commented that he was very hard working but could not 
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achieve the same learning outcomes. Referring to his own learning experiences, he 
believed that it was due to talent and hard work that resulted in their success in English 
learning. In describing the learning experiences of one of her friends in the English 
Department, who was a very successful learner, Rita concluded that interest and frequent 
practice were key to successful language learning. 
Anne tried to summarize the reasons that could explain successful learning by 
reflecting on one of her friend's past learning experiences. She observed that this 
individual was very determined to improve her English and always sought out chances to 
use the language. 
Vito cited her sister as a representative of successful English learners. He reported 
that he spent more time in English than her but she always received higher marks than 
him. He concluded that she may be more gifted in language learning than him, or girls 
were better than boys in language learning. 
As for Gary, he felt that successful learners liked languages and the target culture, 
making reference to her friend's past learning experiences. Through a closer look at his 
peers, he found thai those who were good at language learning were more likely to be 
poor at science subjects. Therefore, they tried to be good at language or art subjects. Tina 
felt that hard work and the need to use English in life were key to successful learning. 
She referred to her aunt as an example and noted that she made a lot of effort to learn 
English and needed to speak the language in her job-doing. 
To sum up, the main factors that interviewees cited to explain successful English 
learning were: a lot of reading, practice opportunities, effort, talent, motivation and 
interest. Interviewees came up with these factors by reflecting on the past learning 
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experiences of some successful learners whom they were familiar with in daily life. 
Question 6: Some people find it very difficult to learn a foreign language. What do you 
think are some reasons for this? 
Ella cited her mother as an example of unsuccessful English learners. She analyzed 
her mother's learning process and said: 
My mother tried to learn everything by memorizing. She also told me that she 
memorized the grammar book when she was in secondary and working for 
the examination. She did not really understand grammar and just memorize it. 
She can't learn well. I think she could not rely on memorizing. She 
constructed English sentences with Chinese grammar. It was difficult for her 
to switch from Cantonese to English. She did not use what she learnt. (Ella, 
Interview, 18 Dec 08) 
Similar to Ella's understanding of this issue, Jack and Eric also thought that 
unsuccessful learners just learnt English by rote learning and never asked why. These 
learners relied on memorizing and did not understand the meaning behind what they were 
learning. 
Ruby speculated that unsuccessful learners did not build a good foundation for 
English learning. The environment pushed them to learn something more advanced than 
their current level, which made them feel overly pressured to continue learning English. 
Rita and Gary believed that some people felt that it was difficult to learn a foreign 
language because of lack of practice opportunities. They drew this conclusion by 
referring to their English learning experiences as science students. 
Generally speaking, science students were not good at learning languages. It 
may be due to the subject requirement. Science students have few chances to 
use English. I know arts students are required to write many compositions but 
science students don't have to do that. They have less opportunity to practice 
English. (Rita, Interview, 26 Feb 08) 
Reflecting on her own learning experiences, Anne felt that apart from some illnesses 
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that hinder language learning, some people found it difficult to learn English because 
they were not interested in language learning and did not put much effort into it. She 
added that learning English requires a lot of effort since English grammar and spelling 
were very different f rom Chinese. 
Vito held the view that it was normal to have successful and less successful learners 
since each person has his strong and weak points, as evidenced by high and low marks in 
school subjects. For Tina, she cited herself as an example of an unsuccessful learner and 
felt that unsuccessful learners had a bad memory which hindered their language learning. 
To summarize, the main reasons that interviewees cited to explain unsuccessful 
English learning were: rote learning, lack of practice, little effort, lack of interest and a 
poor memory. Some reasons (e.g., rote learning) were more common among interviewees 
and other reasons (e.g., bad memory) were very personalized. 
2. Specific explanation for answers to certain survey items (Items 1,10，22，29，32, 
and 33) 
Item 1: It is easier for children than adults to learn a foreign language. 
All the interviewees agreed or strongly agreed with the statement 'It is easier for 
children than adults to learn a foreign language (Item 1)，(c.f. Table 5.1). Ella reported 
that she agreed with this endorsement because she thought children had a better memory, 
absorb new knowledge quicker, and were more willing to memorise and repeat than 
adults. She also reported that adults did not have enough time to receive systematic 
education of foreign language in school and were more used to sticking to their mother 
tongue. All these factors made her believe that it was easier for children than adults to 
learn a foreign language. 
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Jack strongly agreed with this statement and accepted this idea as a common belief. 
Since he noticed all the children could speak their mother tongue before age three, he 
implied that it was better to learn a foreign language before age three. He took his father 
as an example to explain why adults felt more difficult to learn a foreign language. 
My father did not know English. When he decided to learn English, he would 
refer to Cantonese to learn English and construct sentences according to the 
Cantonese grammar. He stuck to his mother tongue very much. It seemed 
difficult to change his way of thinking. (Jack, Interview, 1 Dec 08) 
Like Ella and Jack, Ruby thought adults might find it more difficult to leam a foreign 
language than children since unlike children, they have become used to their mother 
tongue and could not accept new things easily. 
As for interviewees with an intermediate level of proficiency in English, Anne also 
thought it was easier for children than adults to learn a foreign language because children 
could absorb new knowledge better as reflected by her own previous learning 
experiences. 
When I was eleven years old, my mother tried to teach me her mother tongue, 
one of the Chinese dialects. Although she just taught me how to count from 
one to ten, the simplest thing, I found it was too difficult for me to learn it. 
She finally gave up. (Anne, Interview, 4 Dec 08) 
For Rita, Eric and Tina, all of them thought it was a common belief that it was easier 
for children than adults to learn a foreign language. They felt that everybody just thought 
so. One possible reason they could find was that if children learned a foreign language at 
an early age, they would become more familiar with and used to that language. For adults 
who wanted to learn a foreign language, since they started from zero and have become 
used to their mother tongue, compared with children, more time and effort were required. 
Vito agreed with the statement since he felt children had a better memory than adults, 
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and could absorb n e w k n o w l e d g e m u e h qu iek ly . H e e a n e l u d d that i he o l d e r a p e r s o n 
was, the more diff icult he w o u l d f ind It to memor ize . Gary strongly agreed that children 
found it much easier than adults to learn a foreign language, because he thought they 
were more interested in learning new things and had more time. Besides, it was very 
difficult to change adults' accents and older people dislike memorizing. 
Item 10: It is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign language to learn another 
one. 
Although the survey findings indicated that, except for Anne and Vito, the 
interviewees chose different answers for this item, most justified their answers using 
similar reason. Take Ella's reply as an example. 
1 thought it depended on which language he was learning. If the language he 
already learned and the new language belonged to the same language family, 
he would feel much easier because of the similar grammar and pronunciation 
between the two languages. (Ella, Interview, 18 Dec 08) 
Anne added that for people who already spoke a foreign language, they would 
understand different languages had different grammars and pronunciation which made 
them feel comfortable and natural when learning new grammars and pronunciation of 
another foreign language. 
Vito believed that it is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign language to 
learn another one, as reflected by his previous experience of Japanese study. 
[Vito was explaining why he strongly agreed with the statement (Item 10) 'It 
is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign language to learn another 
one'.] I think so because foreign language learning involves similar learning 
process. In fact, I have learned a little Japanese. Knowing English was 
helpful to learning Japanese, since you can refer to the learning process of 
English. For example, when you study English, you first need know some 
simple words, then pronunciation and grammar. Similarly, Japanese learning 
follows the same process. (Vito, Interview, 4 Dec 08) 
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In the survey, Gary disagreed with this endorsement. However, in the interview, he 
agreed that it was easier for someone who already spoke a foreign language to learn 
another one. 
Item 22: Women are better than men at learning foreign languages. 
Ella disagreed with this statement in the survey (c.f. Table 5.1). Although she noticed 
that in most English classes, girls learned English better than boys, she also knew some 
boys who could speak good English. She did not think language 丨earning was related to 
genes or gender. She felt that it was maybe due to some misconceptions that boys should 
be good at mathematics or some science subjects and girls should be good at arts or 
languages. Therefore, boys tried to work hard on science subjects to show they were boys 
and so did girls. Jack, Ruby, Rita and Tina thought there were always exceptions. It was 
too definite to draw a conclusion like this statement (Item 22). Some boys were also good 
at English. 
Eric also disagreed that women were better than men at learning foreign languages in 
the survey. Yet, his interview report was contradictory to his survey answer: 
I think women are better than men at language learning. When I was very 
young, I felt girls talked more than boys and they liked talking to each other 
more frequently than boys. If a person uses a language more frequently, he 
would gradually become more proficient in that language. (Eric, 25 Feb 08) 
Anne reflected on her previous English learning experiences and reported that she felt 
boys were always very awkward in learning foreign languages. Like Anne, Gary and Vito 
agreed with this statement because they did not know many boys around him who were 
very good at English and they knew many girls who could speak good English. In 
addition, Gary thought girls were quiet and like reading. Since they had read many books 
when they were young, they would feel easy to learn English when they grew up. When 
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they spoke, Gary thought they could speak better English than boys. Unlike girls, he 
thought boys liked watching balls and outside activities rather than reading books. Gary 
held that it was a traditional belief that women were better than men at learning 
languages. 
Item 29: People who are good at math or science are not good at learning foreign 
languages. 
Ella strongly disagreed with this statement (c.f. Table 5.1) since she herself was a 
science student majoring in computer engineering and at the same time she received ‘A， 
on both A-Level and CE examinations. She explained that science students could also be 
good at language learning. 
Most of the interviewees reported that they knew many students, including some 
friends who were like this, good at science but not at arts or languages. Jack, Ruby, Vito 
and Anne admitted that although it was a common phenomenon, they found there were 
exceptions. Vito took her sister as an example and said she was good at both arts and 
science. This was reflected in their neutral position to this statement (Item 29) in the 
survey (c.f. Table 5.1). 
Item 32: People who speak more than one language well are very intelligent. 
Ella, Jack, Ruby and Tina took a neutral position to this statement (c.f. Table 5.1). 
Ella thought that in Hong Kong, children were exposed to or had to learn two or three 
languages since primary school. She did not think this was something very special. To 
Vito, he agreed with the statement. He felt that if a person knew something he did not 
know, he would think that individual was smart. 
Anne strongly agreed with this statement when filled in questionnaire conducted 
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before the semi-structured interviews; in the interview, she disagreed that people who 
could speak more than one language well may be strong in learning languages. Yet they 
might be only good at this area. It did not mean they were good at all areas. Like Anne, 
Gary also thought language learning was only one aspect to evaluate a person's 
intelligence. He added that if a student could receive 'A' in all subjects, he would think he 
was very intelligent. 
Item 33: Hong Kong Chinese are good at learning foreign languages. 
Ella thought each person has the same ability to learn. In Hong Kong, an international 
city, people were more willing to learn different languages, compared with those who 
were not exposed to different languages. She added Hong Kong Chinese were good at 
learning foreign languages just because of their willingness and need. It was not due to 
their ability or giftedness. She added maybe the education system supported Hong Kong 
people to learn different languages. 
Ruby took a neutral position since she did not know many foreigners and could not 
make a comparison. Similar to Ruby's view, Jack, Anne and Vito also mentioned that 
since they did not know people of other countries, they did not know whether Hong Kong 
Chinese were good at learning foreign languages or not. Anne added that she only knew 
some mainland learners. She thought although they learned English very late, they were 
very hard-working. As time goes by, she thought they might catch up. Vito said he just 
knew this belief from other people. He thought one possible reason was that their first 
language was Cantonese, a pretty difficult language, which made English learning 
relatively easy. He emphasized that he got this idea from other people. It was not his own 
opinion and he just accepted this as true. 
Gary thought Hong Kong Chinese were neither good nor bad at language learning, by 
recalling his impression on the students' performance in the secondary schools. 
Students in my school were all not good at English. No one got 'A’ in 
A-Level examination. This phenomenon has continued for many years. But 
students from other famous schools could get ‘A’. So whether a person is 
good at language learning or not, it depends on the environment and teachers. 
(Gary, Interview, 9 Dec 08) 
5.2.2 Beliefs about the Difficulty of Language Learning 
Table 5.2 presents the interviewees' rating-scores on the belief statements related to the 
difficulty of English/foreign language learning. These items concern the difficulty of 
learning English as a second or foreign language. 
Table 5.2 Interviewees' Responses to BALLI Statements about the Difficulty of 
Language Learning 
I T E M Ella* Jack* Ruby* Eric Rita Anne Vito* Gary* Tina* 
3. Some languages are easier 
to learn than others. 
4. English is 1) a very difficult 
language 2) a difficult 
language 3) a language of 
medium difficulty 4) an easy 
language 5) a very easy 
language. 
3 3 
6 .1 believe that I will 
ultimately learn to speak 
English very well. 
2 3 
14. If someone spent one 
hour a day learning a foreign 
language, how long would it 
take him/her to become 
fluent? (a) less than a year 
(b) 1-2 years (c) 3-5 years 
(d) 5-10 years (e) You 
can' t learn a language in 1 
hour a day. 
24. It is easier to speak than 
understand a foreign 
language. 
2 2 
28. It is easier to read and 
write a foreign language than 2 
to speak and understand it 
3 2 
Notes: l=Strongly agree, 5= Strongly disagree; #=successful learners; *=less successful learners. 
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5.2.2.1 Difficulty of learning English as a foreign language 
Question 1: Do you think English is a difficult language for non-native speakers to learn ？ 
Why? (Items 3 and 4) 
Ella believed English is a relatively easy language to learn as there was logic in this 
language and the prefixes and suffixes could indicate the meaning of words. For example, 
the prefix ‘in，meant negative. In Chinese one can' t guess the meaning of words by 
looking at the appearance of the words. Therefore, she thought some languages were 
easier to learn than other languages. In addition, English was a language that was easy to 
write, compared with Chinese characters. It includes tenses and aspects, which made it 
easier for people to understand the language. Ella illustrated this point by giving 
examples from her own experience. 
When you saw a word with the ending-ed, you would know that the sentence 
was telling something about past. Chinese could not indicate this point. (Ella, 
Interview, 18 Dec 08) 
Similar to Ella 's understanding of this statement, Jack indicated that English was not 
as difficult as Chinese because one could guess how to pronounce a word by looking at 
the spelling of the word. For Chinese, one can ' t do that, as there was usually no 
relationship between how to write and pronounce the Chinese characters. Consequently, 
it was easier for Chinese to pronounce English words. Besides, Eric felt that English was 
not so complex as Cantonese when he compared English with his mother tongue, 
Cantonese. In his view, English could be quite simple to speak. 
Ruby felt that English was an easy language to learn, according to her impression of 
past learning experiences. She recalled that since she started learning English as a small 
child, she could manage it well and her teachers were also very good. 
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By contrast, Rita thought learning English was more difficult than learning Chinese 
since she learnt Chinese when she was very little. Compared with other languages, like 
German and Italian, she had more chances to learn English than other languages. 
Therefore, she felt that English was a language of medium difficulty. 
Anne agreed that English was a language of medium difficulty in the survey (c.f. 
Table 5.2); however, in the follow-up interview, she changed her view and felt English 
was a difficult language to learn. This was supported by her reference to her aunt's view 
about English. • 
My aunt told me that we needed about 5000 words to read and understand 
anything in Chinese, But for English, my aunt said, even native speakers 
could not understand all the words in the newspaper. English had a very large 
vocabulary. I did not notice that before. But later I felt it was right. So I 
thought it was a very difficult language. (Anne, Interview, 4 Dec 08) 
Gary recalled that one of his friends went to Germany and learnt how to speak 
German within two years, and his another friend learnt to speak Spanish within a very 
short period of time. Even though he has learnt English for so many years, he still could 
not speak as fluently as his friend who spoke German. Therefore, he thought maybe 
English was a difficult language to learn and some languages were easier to learn than 
others. He added that if I asked him which was more difficult, Chinese or English, he 
would say Chinese because it is a Piny in language. Tina thought English was a language 
of medium difficult in the survey. In the interview, partially similar to Gary, she replied 
that English was a difficult language since she has studied it for so many years but still 
could not speak it well. 
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To sum up, most interviewees (e.g., Ella, Jack) felt English was easier to learn than 
Chinese. Other interviewees drew a different conclusion, by referring to some 
personalized life and learning experiences. 
Item 14: If someone spent one hour a day learning a foreign language, how long would it 
take him/her to become fluent? 
Most interviewees thought if someone spent one hour a day learning a foreign 
language, it would take him/her no more than 5-10 years to become fluent (c.f. Table 
5.2). • 
In the interview, Ella thought this statement didn't state clearly the learning mode that 
‘someone，chose and the specific aspects of English learning. Ella's survey answer (c.f. 
Table 5.2) didn't correspond to her opinion in the interview. It seemed that she considered 
more carefully when answering the questions in the interview rather than in the survey. 
Ruby guessed that it may take about five years to learn a foreign language. She drew 
such a conclusion with reference to her sister's learning experience of German. In the 
survey, however, she thought it may take about one or two years to become fluent. It 
seems that her interview reply didn't support her survey answer (c.f. Table 5.2). 
Eric felt that it would take 5-10 years for someone to become fluent if he or she spent 
one hour a day in learning a foreign language. In the interview, he explained his survey 
answer by reflecting on his past learning experiences. 
[In explaining why it would take 5-10 years for someone to become fluent 
(Item 14)1 ...it just comes from my experience. During the kindergarten, I 
don't know English very much. Then I continue learning English from 
primary to secondary school. Since primary school, I could speak English. So 
far I could handle it quite good, I think. (Eric, Interview, 2 Feb 09) 
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In both survey and interview, Anne thought it would take at least one year for 
someone to become fluent. In her opinion, to become fluent in a foreign language, 
someone needed to master grammar first; this took at least one year. She added that it was 
to estimate, because it depended on individual differences in language learning. 
Similar to Ella's understanding of this issue, Vito and Gary thought it depended on the 
learning mode that someone chose to learn a foreign language as well as the learning 
environment. 
5.2.2.2 Relative difficulty of different language skills 
Question 2: What aspects do you find most difficult? The easiest? (Items 24, 28) 
Ella thought speaking was easiest and listening was the most difficult skill to master 
in English. She felt that if a person was brave or confident enough, he could speak 
English easily. She explained this point by referring to her own practical experiences. 
When we speak to someone, we could use some simple sentence structure or 
words. On the contrary, when we listened to someone, we could not control 
what sentences or words were used. In addition, different people had different 
speaking pace and accents while speaking. When someone talked too fast, we 
could not listen clearly. (Ella, Interview, 18 Dec 08) 
In the survey, Ella agreed with the statements ‘It is easier to speak than understand a 
foreign language' (Item 24) and ‘It is easier to read and write a foreign language than to 
speak and understand it’ (Item 28). It seemed that her interview supported her answer to 
Item 24 and contradicted her answer to item 28. 
Jack held the view that speaking and listening were the easiest skills to master since 
there was not much output. He felt that during speaking and listening, what we needed to 
do was to understand and remember the input. For him, writing was the most difficult 
since we could use some simple words or sentences to express ourselves, but we could 
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not do that in writing. He said it was not easy for him to organize sentences to express 
ideas when he wrote. He explained that it was maybe because he didn' t know much 
vocabulary and organization of writing. Jack agreed with the statement that 'It is easier to 
speak than understand a foreign language' (Item 24) and disagreed that 'It is easier to 
read and write a foreign language than to speak and understand it' (Item 28) (c.f. Table 
5.2). It appeared that his interview reply could reasonably just i fy his survey answers. 
Ruby felt that reading was the easiest because we had enough time to consult the 
dictionary to know the meaning and could read for several times if we didn' t understand. 
Writing was most difficult for her since it was sometimes necessary to express some 
complex ideas. Among different types of writing, she thought argumentative writing was 
the most difficult to write. It was interesting to find that her interview didn' t support her 
survey answers to Item 24 (Neither agree nor disagree) and Item 28 (agree). It seemed 
that the mismatch was due to two reasons: 1) Item 24 didn' t clearly state what 
'understand' means. Interviewees didn ' t know it was to understand texts or what someone 
said (or listening materials); 2) it was not appropriate to regard both reading and writing 
as easy at the same time on Item 28，since learners might have a different belief about the 
two skills. For example, Ruby thought reading was easiest while writing the most 
difficult. It was hard for an interviewee to choose a suitable answer in the survey when 
they read Item 28 (It is easier to read and write a foreign language than to speak and 
understand it). Like Ruby, Eric thought reading was the easiest since there was more time 
given for understanding and he could achieve good results in reading. He thought the oral 
skill was the most difficult. 
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Rita thought writing was the most difficult because we needed to think about the 
content and write in correct grammar. She reported that when she was doing the CE and 
A-level exam, writing was the most difficult part for her since she need spend a lot of 
time on how to construct a correct sentence and organize her thinking. For Rita, reading 
and listening were the easiest because it was just to understand what others say. She 
thought reading and listening were related to understanding and writing was to give you 
feeling. She felt maybe it was due to her personality. She regarded herself as a quiet 
person and it was difficult for her to express herself. • 
In the survey, Rita agreed that 'it was easier to speak than understand a foreign 
language' (Item 24) and ‘it was easier to read and write a foreign language than to speak 
and understand it’ (Item 28) (c.f. Table 5.2). Therefore, Rita's interview reply seemed to 
be congruent with her survey answers for Item 24 (Agree) and Item 28 (Agree) where she 
indicated that writing was the most difficult and reading was the easiest. 
Anne reported that she felt speaking and writing were the most difficult and reading 
was the easiest because the education system provided a lot of chances for reading. Yet, 
they did little practice for speaking and writing. 
For Vito, he thought listening and speaking were most difficult since he noted that 
most Hong Kong students could not achieve high marks for the two parts. Based on his 
understanding of Hong Kong English learners, he felt they had few opportunities to 
practice listening and speaking. Besides, he felt they didn't like listening to English news 
broadcasts or other programs because the speed was too fast and they could not 
understand. Therefore, he commented that listening was quite difficult for them. He felt 
reading was relatively easy because all the course reference books were written in 
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English and they had no choice but to read each day. Finally, they would be good at it 
compared with other English skills. 
Among the four English skills (listening, speaking, reading and writing), Gary 
commented that listening, writing and speaking were relatively more difficult and reading 
easier. In addition, he felt listening was most difficult since different people spoke with 
different accents. For example, he said it was very difficult to understand his home helper 
from Philippine. 
Tina held the view that speaking and listening were most difficult because she didn' t 
speak English very often and when she listened to the English program, she could not 
understand. Since she often had a lot of writing homework and wrote frequently, she felt 
this skill was relatively easy. Table 5.3 summarizes the most difficult and easiest parts of 
English that interviewees reported. 
Interviewee Jack' Ruby* Eric Rita Anne Vito* Gary* Tina* 
Easiest part S S + L R R R R R R W 
Most diff icul t part L W W S W S + W L + S L + S + W L + S 
Notes: S=speaking, L=listening, R=reading, W=writ ing. 
It seems that it is premature to draw a conclusion that highly proficient learners 
believe it is easy to speak or listen in English. It appeared that every learner had their own 
strong and weak points based on their special learning experiences. It is not reasonable to 
indicate that learners of a certain level felt a certain skill was difficult or easy. A tentative 
conclusion that could be drawn was that Hong Kong university students felt reading was 
relatively easy, compared with other English skills. 
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5.2.2.3 Expectation for success 
Question 3: Are you satisfied with your proficiency in English? What aspects would you 
like to improve ？ 
In the survey, only Ella thought her English was satisfactory. Intermediate level 
interviewees rated their English level higher than less successful learners and had a better 
self-image than the latter. 
Ella thought all aspects of her English learning could be improved. In particular, she 
wanted to improve her vocabulary since it helped both reading and writing. Though she 
received a ‘A’ in the CE and A-level examinations, she recalled that when she read, there 
were many words she didn't know and she tried to guess their meanings. Therefore, she 
thought if she could expand her vocabulary, it would help her reading as well as writing. 
Besides, she felt she needed to learn some daily idioms that foreigners use in oral English 
so that she could talk more like native speakers. 
Jack commented that his English was not good enough. He wanted to improve his 
writing, especially argumentative writing. This view corresponded to his reply for 
interview question 2 (which was the most difficult aspect of English learning?) (c.f. Table 
5.3) 
Ruby felt that writing was the most difficult. However, she wanted to improve 
speaking first, as she spent less time on it. Besides, she found she could not express very 
complex ideas in writing. Eric wanted to improve his speaking earnestly as reflected by 
his response to interview question 2 (which was most difficult and easiest part of English 
learning) in this section. 
Rita was not satisfied with her proficiency in English since she knew she didn't speak 
like native speakers and there was definitely room to improve. Like Ella, she felt that 
every aspect could be better if she could practice more. In particular, she wanted to 
improve speaking as it was very useful in daily life and job-hunting. 
Anne wanted to improve his speaking and writing. She thought she needed to 
improve speaking first as most students had built a basic foundation in writing. She felt 
that we may not write well, but we were able to handle it. For speaking, she thought it 
required us to present the ideas very quickly. Like Rita, she also thought it was very 
useful in job interviews. 
Simply speaking, each interviewee appeared to have his own view on which aspect he 
wanted to improve for different causes. For example, Vito wanted to improve speaking 
since he felt he spoke very little compared with other English skills; Gary wanted to 
improve speaking since he felt he spoke very little. Table 5.4 summaries the English 
skills that interviewees wanted to improve most. 
Interviewee Ella' Jack* Ruby# Eric Rita Anne Vito* Gary* Tina* 
English skills V+S W S S S S+W S S L 
To sum up, most interviewees wanted to improve speaking most. Compared with the 
aspects that interviewees reported most difficult (c.f. Table 5.3), it was interesting to find 
that they didn' t match with each other. In other words, the most difficulty aspect was not 
necessarily the one that learners earnestly wanted to improve. 
Item 6:1 believe that I will ultimately learn to speak English very well. 
Though Ella was the most proficient learner in the interview, she disagreed that she 
would finally learn to speak English very well, since she thought she was a non-native 
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speaker. No matter how proficient she was, she could not be better than native speakers. 
Only Jack, Ruby and Eric believed that they would ultimately learn to speak English very 
well. For Jack, he thought that since his local English teacher could speak English very 
well, if he made much effort in learning English, he felt he could be as good as his 
teachers. Ruby felt that she could learn English very well if given enough time. Other 
interviewees either took a neutral position or disagreed with this statement, for various 
reasons. For instance, Anne felt that she may not ultimately learn English very well since 
she was not determined to improve her English. -
5.2.3 Beliefs about the Nature of Language Learning 
To explore interviewees' beliefs about the nature of language learning, their responses to 
the belief statements about this issue in the BALLI were reported in Table 5.4 below. 
Table 5.5 Interviewees' Responses to BALLI Statements about the Nature of Language 
Learning 
I T E M Ella" Jack* Ruby" Eric Rita Anne Vito* Gary* Tina* 
8. It is necessary to know the 
foreign culture in order to 
speak the foreign language. 
3 2 2 4 3 
11. It is better to learn a 
foreign language in the 
foreign country. 
3 3 2 1 4 
16. Learning a foreign 
language is mostly a matter 
of learning a lot of new 
vocabulary words. 
3 4 2 4 2 
20. Learning a foreign 
language is mostly a matter 
of learning a lot of grammar 
rules. 
3 4 2 4 2 
25. Learning a foreign 
language is different from 
learning other school 
subjects. 
26. Learning a foreign 
language is mostly a matter 
of translating from Chinese. 
4 4 3 4 
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Notes: l=Strongly agree, 5= Strongly disagree; #=successful learners; *=less successful learners. 
5.2.3.1 Role of culture contact and language immersion in 
language learning 
Question 1: What role does culture play in the language learning process? Do you think 
it is important to understand the culture of the foreign language one is studying? Why. 
(Item 8) 
Ella thought English beginners did not need to know English culture, but for 
advanced learners, it was necessary since they may need to use some idioms in writing or 
speaking. When they talked to native speakers, they needed to understand some idioms or 
jokes. Similar to Ella's view to culture learning, Jack and Eric felt that only those who 
wanted to be native-like or achieve advanced English level needed to learn culture; those 
who just wanted to communicate with foreigners didn't need understand the English 
culture. Eric further illustrated this point by giving more explanation in the interview. 
I think the relationship between language and culture is not so close in the 
beginning stage. For some beginners and intermediate level learners, it is not 
so efficient to learn both at the same time, because they may get confused 
easily. But if you learn the language in a high level, it may be more important 
because you need to know why some utterances that are grammatically 
correct are not correct to native speakers. This phenomenon may be related to 
culture. (Eric, Interview, 25 Nov 08) 
Yet, it was interesting to find that Ella, Jack and Eric took a different position to Item 
8 in the survey (c. f. Table 5.4). Ella and Eric agreed with this statement and Jack look a 
neutral position to this statement, although they held similar understanding to culture 
learning. 
Ruby said she didn't know how to answer this question, which was echoed by her 
survey answer. Reflecting her early learning experiences, she felt culture and language 
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learning happened at the same time. In both her survey and interview, Rita felt culture 
learning was important and necessary when learning a foreign language. To support her 
view, she made reference to Cantonese learning. 
In Cantonese, we often use some slangs to express ourselves and these slangs 
are closely related to our culture and habits. Now I can't think of one. But 
indeed we often use many slangs and idioms when speaking. So I think if we 
want to learn English well, we still need to learn some idioms and slangs 
which were related to the English culture. (Rita, Interview, 26 Nov 08) 
Like Rita, Vito felt some words were related to culture and it was helpful to know 
some when learning a foreign culture. Yet, he took a neutral position in the survey. 
In the interview and survey, Anne disagreed that culture learning was necessary. She 
thought only when learners went to the country of the target language could they learn the 
foreign culture naturally. She felt that learners could not learn the foreign culture in their 
own countries. 
Gary felt that culture learning was not related to language learning. He thought even 
though someone didn't know the culture associated with a particular language, if he could 
spend more time and efforts on learning a foreign language, he still could learn it well. 
He claimed that it only required enough time and efforts to learn a foreign language well. 
However, he acknowledged that if someone could watch more movies and listen to some 
songs, he could have more opportunities to learn a foreign language. 
Similar to Gary, Tina felt that culture learning and language learning were two 
separate things and they were not closely related, which was supported by her survey 
choice (c.f. Table 5.4). She believed that language learning didn't require any culture 
learning. 
In summary, less proficient interviewees tended to feel that culture learning was not 
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important and necessary to language learning; intermediate and high level interviewees 
regarded culture learning as necessary and helpful. These two different attitudes would 
make different effects on their learning behaviors and outcomes. 
Question 3: What is the difference between learning English as a foreign language in a 
formal classroom setting and learning the language informally in cm English-speaking 
country? Which do you thing is better? {Item 11) 
All interviewees held the view that it was better to learn a foreign language in the 
foreign country. Ella thought that learners who learnt English in foreign countries would 
cultivate better speaking and listening ability than those who learnt English formally in 
the classroom, but the former didn't write better than the latter. 
Still, Rita felt that it was better to learn grammar in the classroom and practice in 
foreign countries. She claimed that the way of learning was different. 
In classroom, we only learn the grammar and words, and we can' t practice. If 
we go to foreign countries, it forces us to use and practice in English and 
more practicing could make us feel more comfortable when we use it again. 
(Rita, Interview, 26 Nov 08) 
Jack strongly agreed with Item 11 in the survey (c.f. Table 5.4)，which was supported 
by his interview opinion. He felt that learners could learn English naturally and with joy 
in an English speaking country, compared with the way students learnt English in the 
classroom, like Hong Kong. He explained it was better to learn English in an 
English-speaking country because it would be relevant to your daily life. It would not be 
a burden for you. Jack felt that although students may pay a lot of attention to English 
learning in the classroom, they just forgot everything after class. Besides, he thought 
those who learnt English in an English-speaking country had more chances to learn 
English. 
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Like Jack, Ruby also felt that learning in English speaking countries was better 
because learners were exposed to the language every moment. Therefore, she thought 
they had more learning opportunities. For those who learnt English in the classroom 
formally, Ruby felt that they may stop learning after the class. 
For Eric, he took a neutral position to Item 11 in the survey; however, his interview 
reply seemed to agree that it was better to learn a foreign language in a foreign country. 
Anne strongly agreed with the statement that it was better to learn a foreign language in 
foreign countries (Item 11), which was echoed by her interview response. 
Certainly, learning in foreign countries is better. In classroom, we just focus 
on grammar, sentence structure, spelling, that kind of things. We don't have 
much interaction and communication. Teachers talk and we just listen. In the 
foreign country, you have to response simultaneously. We are forced to speak 
in English. (Anne, Interview, 4 Dec 08) 
In the interview, Vito felt learners could learn better in foreign countries, which was 
not congruent to his survey answer (c.f. Table 5.4). He thought English learning would be 
more interesting. He further explained that in foreign countries, learners' English 
knowledge would be wide and they would use it oftener. 
Gary and Tina firmly believed that learners would learn better in an English-speaking 
country. For instance, Gary felt learners would have more practice opportunities, 
especially when they lived with a host family. He added that if learners kept practicing, 
their English would definitely get improved. 
To sum up, all the participants in the interview supported the statement that it was 
better to learn a foreign language in foreign countries because they felt that in classroom 
learners paid attention to grammar and vocabulary learning rather than actual practice. 
They thought communication was more important than pure linguistic learning (e.g., 
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grammar, word spellings). 
5.2.3.2 Language learning and learning of other school subjects 
Question 2: How is learning a foreign language different from learning other school 
subjects? (Item 25) 
Ella agreed with the statement in the survey. In the interview, she explained that it 
was different because 1) English was a tool to learn other subjects; 2) the learning 
methods were different. She felt we could learn other school subjects independently. For 
English, we needed to communicate with others to learn oral English. 
Jack's and Anne's understanding overlapped with that of Ella. It was interesting to 
find that Jack's survey choice contradicted his interview response. Jack thought language 
was not knowledge, but a tool for you to learn knowledge. Reflecting his life experiences, 
he gave an example to illustrate this view. 
My secondary school is an EMI school. Most subjects were conducted in 
English. If you want to learn science, you must have a certain level of 
English so that you can understand the content. I think you must use English 
in order to learn other school subjects. (Jack, Interview, 1 Dec 08) 
Like Ella, Anne also thought language learning involved more practice with others. 
For other school subjects, learners just needed to understand the concepts and do some 
exercises. She felt that it was sufficient. For English learning’ Anne thought if learners 
just do some grammar exercise, it was far from enough. 
Ruby and Rita felt that English was more creative compared with other school 
subjects. Ruby explained in the interview that when she did mathematics exercise, there 
was usually one solution. For English, there were always many choices to express 
ourselves, although grammar was fixed. Besides, Rita added that to learn a foreign 
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language was to memorize, because language was structured, despite that you could use 
different structures to express one meaning; and there were little logic involved in 
language learning compared with other school subjects. Vito's understanding was similar 
to Rita's since both believed that language learning was memorizing. Different f rom Rita, 
Vito felt that for other school subjects, learners needed more understanding and less 
memorizing. 
Comparing his experiences in learning science subjects and English, Eric felt that 
learners needed some basic knowledge to learn English, but for other school subjects, 
they didn't . He further explained that students could improve their science subjects in a 
short time, even though they didn' t learn them before. Recalling his learning experiences 
ill secondary school, he found that teachers just repeated the same content for physics and 
biology in Form 2 and 3，and there were almost nothing new for them to learn. Therefore, 
students could learn science subjects as a beginner. For English learning, he felt that 
learners would get difficulty if they didn't have a good basic, as most students had 
achieved certain level of proficiency. He claimed that for English learning, learners 
needed to have some foundation, but for other school subjects, it was not necessary. 
Similar to Ella and Anne, who emphasized the role of communication and practice in 
language learning, Gary also agreed that language learning involved more practice with 
others than other school subjects. Yet, he added that students didn' t need any review or 
preparation before examinations compared with other school subjects, as they had learnt 
English for many years and built up a foundation. 
Tina thought there were some differences between learning English and other school 
subjects. She reported that her performance in other school subjects were all better than 
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English. Based on her own learning experiences, she found one obvious difference was 
that students needed to learn English each day if they wanted to leam well; for other 
school subjects, she felt it was not necessary. 
In summary, all interviewees believed that learning a foreign language was different 
from learning other school subjects, Ella felt that English was a tool to learn other school 
subjects and it required more practice with others. Jack partially overlapped with Ella's 
understanding, agreeing that English was a tool to understand other subjects. Ruby and 
Rita believed that English was very creative compared with other subjects since people 
had more ways to express same meaning. Vito believed language learning involved more 
memorizing and less understanding (Rita also shared the view that language learning 
involved more memorizing). Eric felt that foundation was more important to English 
learning than other school subjects. Like Ella and Eric, Gary also realized the importance 
of communication and foundation in language learning. Tina thought the big difference 
between learning English and other school subjects was that English learning required 
learning each day and other school subjects didn't. 
5.2.3.3 Focus of the language learning task 
Question 4: What do you think are the most important aspects in learning English as a 
foreign language {e.g., grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation)? Why? (Item 16, 20, 26) 
111 the survey, Ella agreed that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of 
learning a lot of grammar rules (Item 20), but disagreed that it was a matter of learning 
vocabulary (Item 16) or translation (Item 26) (c.f. Table 5.4). In the interview, she said 
that the focus of English learning was listening and speaking skills, since she believed 
that the biggest use of English learning was for communication. 
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Jack believed that vocabulary was most important, since he felt learners could not 
express themselves without much vocabulary. However, he took a neutral position with 
regard to the statement that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of learning a 
lot of new vocabulary words (Item 16). In the interview, he explained that besides 
vocabulary, he thought grammar was also important, but it was not as important as 
vocabulary, since he fell that even if he made some grammatical mistakes while speaking, 
he still could communicate with other people and they still could understand. But if he 
didn't have vocabulary, it was impossible for him to express himself. • 
Ruby felt that listening was most important since it was most useful. She further 
explained that we needed to understand what others say first so as to give a response. 
Without good listening, it was very difficulty to have smooth communication. 
Both Eric and Anne disagreed that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of 
vocabulary, grammar or translation in the survey (c.f. Table 5.5) and interview. They felt 
that these skills were closely related to each other and it was very difficult for them to 
focus on one aspect. 
Rita agreed that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of learning a lot of 
new vocabulary (Item 16) and many grammar rules (Item 20). She said in the interview 
that grammar should be the most important aspect of language learning since she felt 
slightly different grammar could make big difference in meaning. 
Although ill the survey Vito agreed that learning a foreign language was mostly a 
matter of vocabulary and grammar, in the interview he changed his point of view. 
It was hard to answer which aspect was more important. I think reading was 
most important since it could help other skills like writing and listening. 
Besides, we learn many things, like grammar, sentence structure, through 
reading. (Vito, Interview, 4 Dec 08) 
120 
Ill the survey, Gary agreed that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of 
learning a lot of new vocabulary. In the interview, he attempted to further explain his 
choice. 
I agree that vocabulary was very important to language learning. But I also 
think grammar and pronunciation are important, although they are not so 
important as vocabulary. Actually, I am not quite sure about the meaning of 
the word 'mostly' . Does it mean grammar cover 90% or 60% of learning? 
(Gary, Interview, 9 Dec 08) 
Tina felt that reading and speaking were most important among the English skills, 
since she believed that they did reading and speaking more frequently than other skills, 
which was not supported by her survey answer. In the survey, she agreed that learning a 
foreign language was mostly a matter of learning a lot of grammar rules and new 
vocabulary words. 
In summary, no interviewees agreed that learning a foreign language was mostly a 
matter of translating from Chinese. The interview findings suggested that learners had 
diversified opinions in terms of the focus of language learning, as reflected by the current 
interview findings. There were almost no similar views reported by the participants in the 
interview. It appeared that participants had quite different, individual understanding 
regarding the focus of language learning. 
5.2.4 Beliefs about Learning and Communication Strategies 
Table 5.6 below presents interviewees' rating-scores on the belief statements about 
learning and communication strategies in the BALLI. According to Horwitz (1987), items 
in Table 5.6 were most directly related to a student's actual language learning practices. 
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Table 5.6 Interviewees' Responses to BALLI Statements about Foreign Language 
Aptitude 
I T E M Ella* Jack" R u b / Eric Rita Anne Vito* Gary* Tina* 
7. It is important to speak a 
foreign language with an 
excellent accent. 
9. You shouldn't say 
anything in the foreign 
language until you can say it 
correctly. 
12. If 1 heard someone 
speaking English, I would 
go up to them so that I could 
practice speaking the 
language. 
13. It's O.K. to guess if you 
don't know a word in the 2 
foreign language. 
17. It is important to repeat 
and practice a lot. 
2 
18.1 feel self-conscious 
speaking a foreign language 
in front of other people. 
19. If you are allowed to 
make mistakes in the 
beginning it will be hard to 
get rid of thein later on. 
21. It is important to 
practice in the language 
laboratory. 
Notes: l=Strongly agree, 5= Strongly disagree; #=successful learners; *=less successful learners. 
Since these items were elicited through a free recall task and didn't give a complete 
picture of learners' beliefs about learning of all English skills, the present study focused 
on investigating all possible strategies that learners believed effective to the learning of 
certain English skills through semi-structured interviews. 
During the interview, participants were required to report on how they improve their 
certain English skills and why they believed these strategies were effective. In addition, 
their responses were compared with their survey answers. If there were mismatches or 
contradictions, interviewees would be asked to explain their survey answers. In the 
following section, participants' beliefs about the learning of pronunciation, grammar, 
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vocabulary, reading, writing and speaking are reported. 
5.2.4.1 Pronunciation 
Q 1： There are many native-speaker varieties of English (e.g., British English, American 
English, Canadian English, Australian English, New Zealand English}? Do you have a 
preference for a specific variety? Why? (Item 7) 
Ella preferred both American and British English since her English teachers in 
secondary and high schools were mainly from the UK and USA. Recalling her early 
learning experiences, she reported that in primary school, most of their foreign teachers 
were from the UK. When she went to secondary school, her foreign teacher was from 
America. At that time, she fell a little strange, listening to the English teacher with an 
American accent. After several years, she got used to this. Therefore, American and 
British English formed her impression of what English should be. She usually used 
American English, because her foreign English teacher in secondary school was from 
America, and in secondary school she used American English to prepare for the A-Level 
examination, particularly the oral part. She felt she still preferred American and British 
English because she could understand their speech and accents. Besides, she admitted 
that she was not used to other pronunciations. She felt quite annoyed when people spoke 
in other accents, and she didn't have the patience to try to understand them. 
Ella disagreed with the statement that it was important to speak a foreign language 
with an excellent accent. She further explained her survey answer in the interview. 
[In explaining why she disagreed with the statement that it was important to 
speak a foreign language with an excellent accent (Item 7)] I think it depends 
on who you are talking to. If you talk to native speakers, you can use 
non-standard English. I think they still can understand you. But when you 
talk to some English beginners, they could not understand all the words and 
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maybe get confused if you speak English with certain kind of accents. (Ella, 
Interview, 18 Dec 08) 
Jack preferred only British English since he only knew British English and he thought 
it was original and traditional. In his opinion, other varieties of English were just 
developed from British English. In his mind, British English showed the standard English, 
although he acknowledged that he was not familiar with other varieties. Besides, he felt 
British English was more formal than other varieties. 
When asked whether it was important to speak with an excellent accent in the 
interview, his reply didn't support his survey answer. In the survey, he strongly agreed 
with this statement. It was interesting to find that his opinion was contrary to Ella's. 
It depends on whom you are communicating with. If you are communicating 
with Chinese people, (it was) not important. If (you talk) with some 
Americans or Europeans, it's important. It shows respect to the language and 
people. (Jack, Interview, 1 Dec 08) 
Ruby preferred British English and indicated she wished to develop a British accent 
since her primary teacher taught them in the British way, and at the very beginning of 
learning English, she learnt British English. Ruby believed it was important to speak a 
foreign language with an excellent accent, as reflected by her survey choice. She further 
explained in the interview that if you had too many accents when speaking English, 
people could not understand what you were saying and people should try to learn the 
standard one. 
Eric had no preference for any variety of English. When asked which variety his 
English belonged to, he said he wanted to say British, but it might not be. He admitted 
that he didn't know other varieties of English or the differences among them. 
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Rita preferred British English due to the background or the history of Hong Kong. In 
her view, Hong Kong had been British colony and it seemed to her that British English 
was more common in Hong Kong. She knew that the accent of British English was 
slightly different from American or Canadian English. Yet, she only preferred a British 
accent because her secondary school teacher came from Britain and she had more 
experience in listening to British English. Therefore, she felt it was easier for her to 
understand British accents. 
In the survey, both Eric and Rita agreed that it was important to speak with an 
excellent accent. Yet, in the interview, they changed their opinion, saying it was not 
important, as long as the utterances were intelligible. 
Similar to Jack, Anne always preferred British English because she felt it was the 
original one and other varieties were just developed from it. Besides, she didn't know 
other varieties and she quite disliked the ' r ' sound in American English. Different from 
Jack's point, she thought it was pretty important to speak in an excellent accent because it 
would give a good impression to others about their English level, which corresponded to 
her survey answer. 
In the interview, Vito first indicated that he had not preference for any variety of 
English since he was not clear about their differences. When asked whether he wished to 
develop an accent linked to a particular variety of English, he said it was American 
English because most English movies and songs that he liked used American English. He 
felt it was the most popular one. Like Eric and Rita, Vito agreed with the statement that it 
was important to speak with an excellent accent, but he changed his view in the survey, 
saying it was not important as long as one could understand. 
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Similar to Ruby and Rita, Gary preferred British English because he just learnt British 
English when he was young. Therefore, he felt it was quite difficult for him to understand 
American or Australian English. Gary thought it was not important to speak with an 
excellent accent, as reflected by his survey answer, since in his opinion, language was for 
communication. If he could understand, it was fine. 
Tina had the same idea as Eric about the preference for certain variety of English. He 
showed no preference for any variety of English, since she didn't know their difference 
and which variety she was speaking as well. When asked why she strongly agreed with 
Item 7, she had no idea. 
To sum up, Ella was the only one who preferred two varieties of English, British and 
American English, since her primary English teacher was from U.K. and her secondary 
English teacher was from U.S.A. Most participants (Jack, Ruby, Rita, Anne, and Gary) 
preferred British English for different reasons. Jack and Anne preferred British English 
because they felt it was standard, original and formal. Ruby and Gary preferred British 
English, as they were taught in British English in schools. For Rita, she liked British 
English mainly because of the history of Hong Kong. 
Only Vito preferred American English since he felt it was more popular compared 
with other varieties of English. Eric and Tina didn't show any preference since they were 
not familiar with the differences between American English and British English, or 
among the varieties of English. 
Q2: Do you prefer to practice English with another Hong Kong Chinese or a native 
speaker of English? Why? 
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In the interview, all the participants, irrespective their different English proficiency 
level, indicated that they preferred to practice with native speakers for different reasons. 
For example, native speakers had no accents (e.g., Ella, Eric); they could provide some 
information about their culture, life habits, etc. (e.g., Vito); they spoke standard English 
(e.g., Ruby); or they could correct mistakes that non-native speakers made (e.g., Tina). 
All of them felt that talking to native speakers could benefit them in different ways, 
for instance, Gary. He listed many advantages of talking to native speakers in the 
interview. ‘ 
Native speaker use words more accurately and naturally. Like Cantonese, 
English also has written and spoken forms. Mostly, we speak the formal or 
very standard written English, since we learn English mostly from books 
rather than speaking. When the native speakers listen to you, they will know 
you are not a native or local speaker. If we practice with native speakers, we 
could learn some native oral English. (Gary, Interview, 9 Dec 08) 
Q3: How do you think foreign language learners can improve their pronunciation ？ {Item 
21) 
Recalling her previous learning experiences, Ella suggested that to improve 
pronunciation, it was best to find a foreign teacher who had a consistent accent and could 
correct you. 
Since primary school, when I read or spoke something with wrong 
pronunciation, my foreign teacher would pick up that word and read again 
and ask me to read after her until I could speak correctly. I feel it is quite 
effective for me to learn the correct pronunciation. (Ella, Interview, 18 Dec 
08) 
She added that if it was difficult to find a foreign teacher, we could listen to some 
teaching materials. She reported that this was the way that she learnt Putonghua. When 
she was young, she needed to learn Putonghua, but she could not get many opportunities 
to practice with others. Therefore, she listened to cassettes following the textbook. Finally, 
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she got good grades. So far she still believed that listening to cassettes is an effective way 
to improve pronunciation since it is very convenient for learners to compare the standard 
pronunciation with our own and imitate for many times. 
Jack believed that we could improve our pronunciation by listening to some native 
speakers, due to their perfect pronunciation. He reported that his secondary school 
teacher often asked them to do so to improve pronunciation. He added that good teacher 
always used this method to teacher students' pronunciation. 
Ruby suggested that we could improve our pronunciation by watching the TV news 
since we could learn how to pronounce by looking at reporters' mouth and face. Eric felt 
it was effective to improve pronunciation by speaking out words and then modifying 
them. In his opinion, it was important to learn some phonetics as it was the basic of 
pronunciation. 
Like Ruby, Rita felt it was quite effective to improve pronunciation by watching TV. 
She thought it was easy to turn on the TV and see clearly how native speakers 
pronounced words, and it was difficult for them to find native speakers and listen to them. 
She added that there were no other ways that she could find to improve pronunciation. 
Anne thought we could improve our pronunciation by going to English speaking 
countries or listening to native speakers. Like Jack, her secondary English teachers often 
asked them to listen to teaching materials read by native speakers. She believed that it 
was quite important to listen to native speakers if we wanted to know how native 
speakers pronounced words. 
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Vito suggested that we could learn pronunciation either through listening to native 
speakers or watching TV news and then do imitation, since it was quite convenient to do 
so. 
Gary said he would try to improve his pronunciation by talking to some native 
speakers in the hostel, but sometimes he could not find a native speaker to have a talk. 
Therefore, when he was free, he would listen to some English songs. Yet, he felt it was 
not very effective since he just paid attention to the rhythms and song words. He then 
tried to watch some TV programs. He fount it worked because he could see how they 
pronounced words clearly. He believed that it was an effective way to improve 
pronunciation by watching TV programs. In the interview, he described how he 
developed such a belief. 
When I firstly watched the English TV programs, I fell they spoke too fast. 
But after watching for many many times, I felt their speed was acceptable 
and normal. When you continue to watch the program, you will know what 
the difference is in pronunciation between you and the native speak. If you 
watch more, you could pay more attention to reporters' way of pronunciation 
and correct your own. Yet, I won ' t do so while listening to songs. (Gary, 
Interview, 9 Dec 08) 
Similar to Ruby, Rita and Gary's view, Tina also agreed that it was effective to 
improve pronunciation by watching some TV programs, since she could see how native 
speakers pronounced English words. 
According to their survey answer, no one disagreed with the statement that it was 
important to practice in the laboratory (Item 21) (c.f. Table 5.6), which corresponded to 
their interview reply. Although four of them (e.g., Jack, Eric) took neutral position to the 
statement, it seemed that they all believed that listening to native speakers was beneficial 
to their pronunciation, even if it took place in the language laboratory. 
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To sum up, all the participants indicated that language learners could improve their 
pronunciation by watching TV programs (e.g., Ruby, Rita, Gary) or listening to native 
speakers (e.g., Jack, Anne), except Eric, who believed that speaking out and learning 
phonetics were helpful to pronunciation. It appeared that their beliefs about the 
effectiveness of certain strategies to learn pronunciation were from their teachers, 
previous learning experiences, or their own trial in life. 
5.2.4.2 Grammar 
Q I： How do you learn grammar best? Please explain the strategies you use. 
Q2: What advice would you give to others to improve their grammar? 
To learn grammar well, Ella thought 1 earners must first find teachers to teach them 
instead of reading by their own, since they may have some misunderstanding and could 
not realize it by themselves. She added that teachers usually would remind them of 
something important. Besides, she felt that doing exercises was also very necessary. 
The advice that she gave to learners who wanted to improve their grammar was to do 
more exercises, but not to memorize grammar or answers in grammar exercise, since she 
felt if learners could really understand the usage of certain grammar point, they can use it 
more naturally. 
Jack felt to keep a grammar reference book was important to grammar learning. He 
found that each of his English teachers in primary and secondary schools used the same 
grammar book. He felt that even if they were teachers, when they had some doubts about 
grammar, they would consult the grammar book. He added that maybe doing some 
grammar exercises was also necessary since he often saw other students doing them in 
secondary schools. However, he acknowledged that since he seldom did exercises, he 
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didn't know whether it worked or not. Anyway, he stressed that it was quite important to 
have a grammar book on hand to refer to when there were questions about grammar. He 
thought that it was quite effective because he found that Hong Kong students always 
made some common mistakes. Therefore, if there was a grammar book to refer to, it was 
very helpful. 
Ruby would read sample papers and do exercises to learn grammar. Recalling her 
early grammar learning experiences, she found that if she only recited some grammar 
points, she would forget quickly. Yet, if she learnt some grammar points by practicing 
with some grammar exercises, it was easy for her to recall the usage of these grammar 
points. She remembered that in her secondary school, her teachers also often asked them 
to do gram mar exercises. 
Unlike Ella and Ruby, Eric reported that he didn't do many grammar exercises since 
his secondary school didn't give much homework. Based on his grammar learning 
process, he suggested that learners should start to learn English grammar from tenses or 
something related to tenses (e.g., if sentence structure), since he felt it was quite easy 
compared with other grammar points (e.g., preposition). 
Rita had the same idea as Ella and Ruby that it was very effective to learn grammar 
by doing exercise. She explained why doing grammar exercise were so important in the 
interview. 
In secondary school, we did a lot of exercise. The teacher didn't force use to 
do grammar exercises, but we felt we had to practice by ourselves. The 
exercises can provide some structures and tell you why this is correct or not. 
Besides, it could inform you where you make the mistakes. After I do the 
exercises, I think I can remember the grammar rules. (Rita, Interview, 26 Nov, 
08) 
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Reflecting on her own grammar learning, Anne said she would remember certain 
grammar point first and then practice by doing grammar exercises. She thought this 
method was effective because she found if she just remembered the rules and didn't 
practice, she would quickly forget. If she did some exercises and kept practicing, she 
could finally master the grammar rules. 
Like Anne, Vito stressed the role of memorizing in grammar learning. It appeared that 
he depended more on memorizing to learn grammar, saying that grammar learning 
involved a lot of memory work. He suggested that to learn grammar well, learners must 
practice by doing grammar exercise. Compared with Ella, Ruby and Rita, he firmly 
believed that grammar exercises were very necessary to learn grammar well. 
Different from Anne and Vito, who felt grammar exercises were necessary in addition 
to memorizing, Gary solely depended on memorizing to learn grammar and he believed 
that no other method was more effective. Therefore, the only advice that he gave to learn 
grammar was to memorize. Tina had the same idea as Ruby that it was most effective to 
improve grammar by doing more grammar exercises. She explained that it was the way 
that she learnt grammar at school. 
To sum up, seven of the participants thought doing grammar exercises was necessary 
to grammar learning. Less successful interviewees tended to rely more on memorizing to 
learn grammar than highly proficient or intermediate ones. Some personal beliefs about 
how to learn grammar well were found. For instance, Jack believed that it was very 
important to keep a grammar book to refer to in order to learn grammar well. 
5.2.4.3 Vocabulary 
Ql: How do you expand your vocabulary in English ？ (Item 13) 
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Q2: What advice would you give to others to expand their vocabulary? 
Ella reported that she usually expanded her vocabulary by reading a lot. When she 
read, she would first guess the meaning of some words she didn't know and then consult 
the dictionary to get the exact meaning. In the interview, Ella suggested that to expand 
vocabulary, learners need to keep reading each day. She added that if time was very 
limited, she could read only a short paragraph and learn the new words in it. She believed 
that it was quite effective to expand vocabulary, since in her view, if learners kept 
learning three to four words each day, they would learn over one thousand new words 
each year. 
Jack would also expand his vocabulary by reading a lot. Different from Ella, however, 
he only read newspaper since he felt the words in it were quite common, formal and 
polite. Besides, it was very convenient to get. He kept a notebook to write down new 
words and tried to use them in daily life. When asked where he learnt such a strategy, he 
said it was introduced by his secondary school teacher. He just accepted this strategy and 
tried to do so. 
When Ruby learnt new words, she would learn their related forms, like synonyms and 
antonyms. She recalled that her secondary school teacher often did so when they learnt 
new words. Therefore, she suggested that learners could try to expand their vocabulary by 
learning related forms of new words. 
Like Jack, Eric would like to expand his vocabulary through practice. When he met 
some new useful words while reading, he would try to use them in his writing as much as 
possible, in order to remember them. 
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Rita advised learners to expand their vocabulary by reading newspapers. When she 
came across a new word that she didn't know, she would look it up in the dictionary. 
Several days later, when she reread the text and found she had forgotten the meaning of 
the new words, she would re-consult the dictionary several times, if necessary. She found 
it quite effective for her to learn new words. She also tried to remember new words by 
writing them down for many times, but this didn't work for her. Therefore, she believed 
that re-consulting the dictionary while reading was an effective approach to learn new 
words. “ 
Anne's way of expanding vocabulary came from her early learning experiences in 
secondary school. 
We have to read more to expand vocabulary. We can read books or 
newspapers. While reading, we will meet a lot of new words, consult the 
dictionary, write them down in a notebook, and keep revising it. If you don't 
write it down, you will forget soon. In secondary school, teachers often gave 
us homework like this. We were required to summarize what the newspaper 
reported and wrote down a few new words we learned from it and their 
meanings. 1 think it inspires me on how to expand vocabulary. (Anne, 
Interview, 4 Dec 08) 
Vito gave exactly the same suggestion as Anne. He had learned this method from his 
secondary school teacher and had used it for two years since in secondary school. He still 
used this method to expand vocabulary. 
Gary learned from his friends that it was effective to expand one's vocabulary by 
reading newspapers. When he was free, he usually read the Times or Standard. If he was 
not clear about the meaning of a word, he would guess the meaning. If he still could not 
figure out, he would consult the dictionary. When asked whether he would write down 
some notes while consulting the dictionary, he said it was important to do so, but he was 
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not willing to do so, since it was too boring. He advised learners to remember some basic 
words by rote learning, and then expand their vocabulary by reading newspaper. 
Tina had the same idea as Anne and Vito that learners could expand their vocabulary 
by reading the newspaper and writing down new words in a notebook. All of them 
learned this approach from secondary English teachers. Different from Anne and Vito, 
Tina disclosed that this method may be not that effective, because learners may not know 
how to use new words in real life. However, she admitted that she still used this method 
to expand her own vocabulary since she didn't know other methods. • 
When asked whether they would guess the meaning of a new word while reading, all 
of them, except Tina, agreed that they did so first. If necessary, they would consult the 
dictionary later to get the exact meaning; this was congruent with their survey answers. 
As for Tina, she would like to consult the dictionary directly, without any guessing, to get 
the meaning of a new word. 
To summarize, all the participants in the interview, except Ruby, suggested that 
learners should expand their vocabulary by reading a lot. Some (e.g., Anne, Vito) would 
keep a notebook to write down the new words and keep revising, some wouldn't (e.g., 
Ella, Gary). Three of them (Anne, Vito, Tina) clearly indicated in the interview that their 
methods were learned from their secondary school teachers. 
5.2.4.4 Reading 
Ql： How are you trying to improve your academic reading skills in English ？ 
Q2： What suggestions do you have for other language learners who wish to improve their 
academic reading skills in English ？ 
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Ella believed that to improve reading, learners needed to read more. She suggested 
that learners should push themselves to guess the meaning. If they still could not figure 
out the meaning after guessing, they could consult the dictionary. She felt learners 
shouldn't consult the dictionary before guessing. She cited her mom, a less successful 
Englsih learner, to explain this point. 
My mom wasn't good at English. Whenever she met a new word that she 
didn't know, she would stop there. She wouldn't guess its meaning because 
she relied on the dictionary too much. She would directly look up the word. I 
think it is incorrect to do so. (Ella, Interview, 18 Dec 08) 
Jack always regarded himself as a fast reader, but he never thought about how to 
improve it. When asked what suggestion he could give to those who wanted to improve 
their reading, he said whenever they read, they needed focusing on the key words. 
Ruby believed that learners could improve their reading by reading more. She got 
such a belief from the learning experiences of her friend. Eric felt to improve reading, 
learners needed to choose reading materials appropriate to their level. He thought that if 
there were too many new words in each page, learners could not read more and finally 
would loose interest in reading, since it was very difficult for them to understand the text. 
He suggested that learners could read some books on how to improve reading. In the 
interview, he admitted that he didn't read books like that. He said he just learnt this point 
from some teachers and they told him that it was quite helpful. He also admitted that 
since he didn't have time to read these books, so he was not very sure whether these 
books could help or not. 
Like Ruby, Rita was also supportive that learners could improve their reading by 
reading more, because if they read more, they would know more new words and feel 
easier when reading something new. Besides, she felt that they needed to find a teacher to 
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guide them to read more effectively. Reflecting on her learning experiences in secondary 
school, she remembered that in the reading class, their teacher often asked them to read 
some chapters at home and then gave them some follow-up questions for discussion in 
class. When she discussed with her classmates in the reading class, she found that she 
sometimes misunderstood something. Without discussion with her classmates, it was 
impossible for her to realize this. 
Based on their own past reading experiences, Anne and Vito felt that to improve 
reading, learners needed to read more, know the basic grammar, and expand their 
vocabulary. Compared with Vito, Anne gave a more detailed explanation in the interview. 
She thought the main reason why a person could not understand a passage or sentence 
was that he didn't know the meaning of certain words. Therefore, she felt that if learners 
wanted to improve their reading, they needed to improve their vocabulary first. In her 
opinion, it was the most important thing. She believed that only when a learner had a 
large vocabulary could he read fast. 
Apart from the point of choosing reading materials that were appropriate to their level 
that Eric had mentioned in previous interviews, Gary added that learners could take 
useful courses to learn some reading skills in order to improve their reading. He 
remembered he had taken a summer reading course during the first year at the university, 
and he felt his reading ability got improved after taking the course. 
Tina would improve her reading ability by reading the newspaper. She learned from 
her secondary school teacher that it was important to read newspaper every day in order 
to improve their reading. She also thought it was important to keep up with the news. She 
acknowledged that it was the only method that she used to improve her reading. 
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Recalling her English learning in secondary school, she said she used to do this because 
her secondary school teacher often suggested to do so. 
In the interview, participants reported how they themselves improve their reading. 
They gave different suggestions based on their self-learning experiences (e.g., Anne), 
other learners' learning experiences (e.g., Ruby), or their teachers' influences in 
secondary school (e.g., Jack, Rita, and Tina). 
5.2.4.5 Writing 
Qj: How do you try to improve your academic writing skills in English？ Why? 
Q2： What suggestions do you have for other language learners who wish to improve their 
academic writing skills in English? 
Ella thought she could improve her academic writing by doing more proofreading. 
Influenced by her experiences of writing examinations in secondary school, she found 
that grammar accounted for a large proportion in marking. Therefore, whenever she 
finished her writing, she would proofread a number of times to make sure that she didn't 
have many grammar mistakes. She noted that if she could correct most of the grammar 
mistakes that she made by proofreading, she could get great grades. She firmly believed 
that in Hong Kong, if learners wanted good grades, they could get them by improving 
their grammar. In addition, she suggested that it was important to expand vocabulary so 
that learners could have ' fabulous ' words to use while writing. 
Jack admitted that writing was the most difficult part for him (c.f. Section 5.2.2.1). 
When asked how he was trying to improve his writing ability, he answered that he didn't 
know since he was not good at it. When there was a writing task coming, he would refer 
to some model papers and try to analyze and learn something from them. He thought it 
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was very natural for him to do so, because he felt that if a person was not good at 
something, he would first find something good and refer to it. 
Ruby and Rita had the same idea for improving writing as Jack. They suggested that 
learners study some good sample papers of effective writing and try to learn the style of 
writing. Besides, Rita felt that it was also helpful to read some best-selling books on how 
to write. 
Eric's comments further supported those of Jack and Ruby's. He felt that learners 
should refer to some books or sample paper first before they began to write, since he 
thought they needed to know the format first and then could write the content. He said 
this was all that he learnt about how to deal with writing in the past ten years, from 
primary 4 to now. He still could remember that some teachers taught some formats. 
Interestingly, he believed that it was somewhat effective. 
Influenced by her secondary English teachers' suggestions, Anne believed the way to 
improve her writing by writing more. She remembered that her teacher always asked 
students to write many short essays in order to write better. She suggested that to write 
good English, learners needed to think in English instead of Chinese. Moreover, it was 
very necessary for them to work on their grammar and vocabulary since she felt good 
writing didn't make many grammar mistakes and it involved rich vocabulary. 
When asked by the researcher how to improve writing, like Jack, Vito replied that he 
didn't know how to do so, since he felt that he was not good at it. He suggested that it 
was better for learners to cultivate a habit of regular writing, since he himself often did 
this before entering the college. After he went to college, he stopped doing so since he 
didn't have the time. Interestingly, he speculated that this method might not be all that 
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effective. He added that if a student didn't write regularly, he could not improve his 
writing skills. It seemed that Vito was not convinced about how to best improve his 
writing skill. 
Gary suggested that it was very helpful to get comments on his writing from friends 
who were good at writing. He explained in the interview why he held such a belief. 
I think I will consult some of my friends who are good at writing and see 
what suggestion they could give to me. I don't have time to read books on 
how to write well. Actually, I don't know these books. Even though I am not 
good at it, there are definitely people who are good at it. It is a natural thing 
for me to find someone to help. (Gary, Interview, 9 Dec 08) 
Similar to Jack, Ruby, Eric, and Rita's understanding of this issue, Tina suggested 
learners improve their writing by reading good papers, an approach she learned from her 
secondary school teacher. In addition, she shared Gary's view that it was necessary to 
learn from friends or classmates who were good at writing. 
Comparing learners' view about how to improve writing, participants, regardless of 
their proficiency levels were, had the similar view about this, i.e., learners could improve 
their writing by reading good papers and/or writing regularly. It was interesting to note 
that less proficient learners tended to rely more on others. 
5.2.4.6 Speaking 
Ql： How are you trying to improve your oral communication skills in English? (Item 17, 
Item 18) 
Q2: To improve your oral English, do you think it is important to have opportunities to 
speak English with other people? Please explain why. (Item 12) 
Ella believed the way to improve her oral English was speaking more and reading 
aloud. She reported that since she lived in a hostel, whenever she met exchange students, 
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she would try to talk with them for a while. In the interview, she explained why it was 
very necessary for learners to read aloud some materials to improve their oral English. 
Like Ella, Jack agreed that learners could try to improve their oral English by 
speaking more. Based on his own experiences in trying to improve his oral English, he 
gave some specific suggestions for others. 
Whenever I speak, I think how to speak clearly and fluently. Learners need to 
think about how to speak better and native-like, I try to avoid speaking in 
Hong Kong accents and voice. Another point is to think in English while 
speaking. I won't think in Cantonese and then translate into English, when 
speaking English. I just speak naturally. (Jack, Interview, 1 Dec 08) 
Ruby felt it was best to improve oral communication skills by talking to native 
speakers, an approach that she followed herself. In addition, she felt that listening to and 
watching some English programs helped enhance her oral English. 
Similar to Ella and Jack, Eric suggested that learners could improve their oral English 
by speaking more; he felt that only through real practice could learners know where they 
made errors. 
Rita improved her own oral English by listening more. She further explained why she 
believed so. 
If I have time, I will listen to more English TV programs to improve my oral 
English. Sometimes we are not brave enough to speak English. If we can 
listen more, we will be sure whether it is correct to say something. When 1 
was preparing my public oral examination, I bought a CD on BBC news. I 
tried to listen to them to see how native speakers say in English. I think it is 
quite effective to improve my oral English. (Rita, Interview, 26 Nov 08) 
Like Rita, Anne agreed that learners could improve their oral English by listening 
more. Yet, her explanation was a little different from Anne, who was rather shy. Anne 
thought through listening, they could find a good model to imitate, similar to finding a 
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model paper for academic writing. Like Ella, Jack, Ruby and Eric, she, too, felt that 
learners could improve their oral English if they could speak more. 
When Vito was asked how to improve one's English, he said he didn't know. 
Interestingly, he added that he just knew how to pass oral examinations, rather than how 
to improve his oral English. 
I: How are you trying to improve your oral communication skills in English? 
V: If I know how to improve, my oral won't be so. . .I really don't know how 
to improve it. I only can pass the oral examination. If there is an oral exam 
coming soon, I will only practice the past model paper and force myself to 
speak in English. If I work hard, at least I can pass. I just know how to pass 
the exam, but I don't know how to improve oral English. (Vito, Interview, 4 
Dec 08) 
The above excerpt indicated that Vito still would like to improve his oral English by 
speaking more when facing an oral examination, which was similar to the view of most 
of the participants. Gary suggested that learners improve their oral English by speaking 
more. He felt that learners needed to find opportunities to practice by themselves. He 
found that even though he had entered the university, he didn't have many opportunities 
to speak English. Even during lectures, they just listened and seldom spoke. 
Similar to the other participants, Tina would improve her oral English by speaking 
more with other people, since she felt that she could learn from the people she was 
talking with, and realize the problems in her speaking so as to improve them. 
To sum up, most participants agreed and suggested that learners could improve their 
oral English by speaking more. To improve oral English, they believed that it was 
important to have opportunities to speak English with other people, either native speakers 
(e.g., Ella, Ruby) or non-native speakers (e.g., Jack, Eric). They all strongly believed that 
if they could speak more, their oral English would definitely get improved. They felt it 
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was very natural to think so. In their view, if they devoted more time and effort into 
certain aspects, it should become better than before. 
Other interviewees gave different suggestions to improve oral English. Ruby, Rita and 
Anne felt that oral English could get improved by listening more. Ella thought it was very 
helpful to practice speaking by reading aloud some texts, in order to make learners get 
familiar with pronunciation of some words before they speak to others. 
Item 12: If I heard someone speaking English, I would go up to them so that I could 
practice speaking the language. • 
When asked their view concerning Item 12 (If I heard someone speaking English, I 
would go up to them so that I could practice speaking the language), most interviewees 
replied that if they knew the speaker and it was necessary, they would talk with them. Yet, 
they wouldn't go up to anybody for practicing English. For instance, Gary commented 
that it would be strange to do so. 
Item 17: It is important to repeat and practice a lot. 
In the interview, when participants mentioned that it was important to speak with 
others to improve their oral English, the researcher tried to investigate their explanation 
for Item 17 (It is important to repeat and practice a lot). All the interviewees agreed or 
strongly agreed with the statement in the survey. Although the researcher asked all of 
them why they thought so, only Ella, Ruby, Rita and Anne could explain why they held 
this view. 
Ella would repeat and practice English by reading aloud some interesting materials. 
Since she felt that if she didn't repeat pronouncing certain difficult words before speaking 
to others, her tongue would get tied up. As for Ruby, Rita, and Anne, they would like to 
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improve their oral English by listening more. When they imitated what they heard, if they 
came across some words they didn't know or were strange, they would repeat after them 
for several times. In their view, finding a good model and then repeating after the model 
speaker was an effective way to improve speaking. For the rest of the interviewees, they 
could not give specific reasons to explain their survey answers; they just felt it was 
natural to improve oral English through practice. 
Item 18:1 feel self-conscious speaking a foreign language in front of other people. 
Interviewees held different positions with regard to Item 18 (I feel self-conscious 
speaking a foreign language in front of other people) (c.f. Table 5.6). Some (e.g., Jack, 
Ruby) agreed with the statement, some (e.g., Vito, Eric,) took a neutral position, while 
others (e.g., Rita, Anne) disagreed with this statement. Nonetheless, all of the participants 
gave the same explanation to justify their answers. Take Eric's response as an example. 
I think it depends on the status of the people to whom I am saying. If they are 
very important person in the society, I will be quite nervous; but if they are 
my teacher or classmates, 1 won't . I feel nervous if 1 have to speak English in 
front of a large group of people, because 1 am afraid that I used the wrong 
grammar. If I am really good at English, I will not be nervous. (Eric, 
Interview, 25 Nov 08) 
Qj: When you make grammar mistakes while speaking, do you mind being corrected? 
Why or why not? {Items 9 & 19) 
All the interviewees reported that they didn't mind someone correcting their grammar 
mistakes while speaking because they regarded it as a way for them to improve their 
English. They held the view that if no one corrected the mistakes they made, they 
wouldn' t realize them by themselves and would continue to use them. In addition, all of 
them, except Vito, indicated that it was better to correct their mistakes after they finished 
their speaking. If someone interrupted them, it would be impolite (e.g., Ella), may make 
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them feel more nervous (e.g., Rita), or forget what they had planned to say next (e.g., 
Jack, Anne). Only Vito thought it was better to correct his mistakes right away since he 
was afraid that people would forget where he made mistakes. 
5.2.5 Beliefs about Motivation 
Table 5.7 presents the interviewees' rating scores on BALL! items that concerns 
motivation. According to Horwitz (1987), these items investigated the desires that 
students currently associated with the learning of English. Interview questions in Part five 
of the interview protocol addressed the interviewees' motivation towards learning English. 
In the following, their survey answers were triangulated with their interview data to 
further understand the underlying causes that encouraged them to learn English. 
Table 5.7 Interviewees' Responses to BALLI Statements about Motivation and 
Expectation 
\ j E M Ena# Jack# Ruby# Eric Rita Anne Vito* Gary* Tina* 
27. If I learn to speak 
English well, it will 
help me get a good 
job. 
30. Hong Kong 
Chinese think that it 
is important to speak 
a foreign l a _ a g e . 
31. I would like to 
learn English so that I 
can get to know 
native speakers 
better. 
Notes: l=Strongly agree, 5= Strongly disagree; #=successful learners; *=less successful 
learners. 
Q 1： What are your reasons for learning English? What motivates you? (Items 27, 30, & 
31) 
Ella stressed the importance of English learning since it was very useful and an 
international language. Whenever she got a chance to go overseas, English was the only 
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language that she could use to communicate with other people. She added that in the 
future, she planned to work in international companies where English was widely used. 
Jack and Vito learned English because it was very useful to communicate with 
English speakers, who did not speak Cantonese. He felt that if a person wanted to 
communicate with more people, he must know more than one language. Through English, 
an international language, he was able to speak to many people around the world. He 
recalled some of his travel experiences and reported that English was very helpful. If he 
hadn't known the language, he would have been disadvantaged. 
Ruby explained that learning English could make her get more information, since 
many documents were written in English. After learning English for almost ten years, 
Eric found learning a foreign language was quite beautiful and enjoyable, because he 
could learn some history knowledge about its nation. He found there was a certain degree 
of change in some English wording and he felt there were some reasons behind that. In 
his view, it was quite interesting to learn about differences. When asked why he was 
interested in history, he replied that it was because he had a very good history teacher 
when he was in Form 3. He concluded that maybe the link between English and history 
was an incentive for him to learn English. 
Similar to their response in the survey (c.f. 5.7.), Rita, Anne, Gary and Tina reported 
that they learnt English mainly because it was helpful to find a job. In the survey, they all 
agreed (or strongly agreed) with the statement that if I learn to speak English well, it will 
help me get a good job (Item 27). Rita's reply in the interview was representative of their 
explanation. 
In Hong Kong, many companies use English. If we work in these companies, 
we have to read a lot of documents in English. In the workplace, we have to 
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use English to do business. If your English is good, you are capable of doing 
the job well. If your English is not good, you can not communicate with 
others. (Rita, Interview, 26 Nov 08). 
When asked in the interview, whether Hong Kong Chinese think that it is important to 
speak a foreign language (Item 30), all the participants agreed. Although Gary took a 
neutral position to this statement in the survey, he changed his view about this in the 
interview, saying that this was a common belief and it was a traditional view. Since Hong 
Kong was an international city, the interviewees felt it was very necessary to speak more 
languages to communicate with people from other countries and make more friends. It 
was interesting to note that although all the participants agreed with the statement that 
they would like to learn English so that they can get to know native speakers better in the 
survey, they could not think of some specific reasons to support their reply, except Gary, 
when researcher asked them to explain why. Gary explained that he always wanted to 
know more people from different backgrounds. 
To sum up, more than half of the participants (e.g., Ella, Rita, Anne, Gary, and Tina) 
wanted to learn English since they currently felt that it was important and helpful to find 
a good job. Other participants reported other reasons for learning English. For instance, 
Jack and Vito would like to learn English to communicate with more people. 
Q 2: Has your motivation changed in any way as you get older? If yes, why? 
At the beginning, Ella learnt English because it was one of the school subjects which 
she had to learn. She recalled that in primary school, she could not figure out why she 
needed to learn English and why English speakers didn't learn Cantonese to speak with 
her. Later, in secondary school, she noticed that other people, like Japanese, had to speak 
English to work with other people, even though they had their own language. She 
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realized that it was very important to speak fluent English and understand English well 
since most documents were written in English for the final version. She reported that this 
feeling got stronger when she was in Form four or five, since she found most people 
spoke English. She added that English was very helpful when travelling. Rita's reply was 
quite similar to Ella's report. 
When he was young, Jack didn't know why he needed to study English in school, and 
he just studied it. When he got older, he wanted to learn English because he wanted to 
communicate with people from other countries. He described in the interview the social 
event that helped form such a belief. 
When I was small, some foreigners would ask me for direction. Since I didn't 
know English, I could not help them. I wished at that time that I could talk to 
them. It is a very valuable ability. At least I could know what happened and 
do something for them. Many adults think that it is very important to learn 
English ill order to find a good job. To me, this is not the most important 
thing. (Jack, Interview, 1 Dec 08) 
Similar to Jack's report, Vito also didn't know why he needed to learn English in the 
kindergarten. He remembered that from Form one, he realized that if he could speak 
English, he could communicate with more people. He added that his parents also kept 
telling him this point. 
Ruby liked to learn English in primary school since her sister kept telling her that it 
was very important. Now, she kept learning English because she felt she could read more 
materials and know more information if she knew the language. 
Reflecting on his previous English learning experiences, Eric reported that at the 
beginning, he learned English because his parents kept telling him that it was very 
important to find a job. He just accepted such a view and worked hard to learn English. 
After learning English for almost ten years, he found that it was an interesting thing to 
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learn a foreign language. Therefore, now he is learning English due to his interest. 
When asked Anne whether her motivation about English learning has changed, it was 
difficult for her to give a definite answer since she felt she could not recall clearly her 
previous learning experiences. She thought for a while and finally replied that she always 
felt English was very useful when finding a job. 
Gary felt that his motivation to learn English depended on the stages of learning and 
it was keeping changing. He reported that two years ago, he worked very hard to learn 
English, since he wanted to get good marks in order to enter college. Now, after he 
entered the university, he continued to learn English because he felt it was very important 
to find a good job. 
Ill primary and secondary school, Tina, like Ella, learnt English because it was one of 
the courses she must learn, but now she was learning English because she needed it to 
find a job. 
Generally speaking, all the participants in the interview didn't form any clear 
motivational beliefs to learn English when they were young, especially during 
kindergarten and primary school. They seemed to form their individual motivational 
beliefs about language leaning in secondary school, for instance, Ella, Jack and Vito. 
Some would change their motivational beliefs about English learning in different life 
stages (e.g., Eric, Gary, Tina), some would keep it unchanged (e.g., Ella, Jack). 
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5.3 Discussion 
5.3.1 Sources of Learning Beliefs 
The semi-structured interviews conducted in the present study investigated learners' 
beliefs about English learning from five dimensions, drawing on Horwitz，(1987) 
classification on beliefs about language learning. Based on the analysis of collected 
interview data (c.f. Section 3.5.4.2 for analysis procedures), a list of possible factors that 
helped create, shape or influence learners' beliefs about language learning were identified, 
which included three major categories. For each category, there were 2 or 3 subcategories. 
Table 5.8 presents the sources of learning beliefs identified by the present study. 
Table 5.8 Sources of English Learning E beliefs that the Present Study Found 
Major Categories 1. Previous and current 
English learning experiences 
at school 





Subcategories a. Own learning 
b. Peer learning 
c. Teachers' teaching 
a. Influence of language 
learners out of school 
b. Experiences of 
special social events 
a. Self analysis 
b. Self knowledge 
c. Instinct 
Table 5.8 indicates that the learners' beliefs about language learning were mainly 
shaped or influenced by three factors: 1) their previous English learning experiences at 
school, including kindergarten, primary and secondary school, and college; 2) previous 
and current social experiences; and 3) self-related factors. In the following section, each 
factor was given specific explanation and examples from collected interview data. 
1. Previous and current English learning experiences at school 
The first category contains three subfactors: a) a learner's own English learning 
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experiences; b) peer learning experiences; and c) teachers' teaching. A learner's own 
English learning experiences only refer to the learners' own experiences related to 
English learning at school, including his performance in examinations, strategies or styles 
involved in English learning at school. For instance, when participants were asked 
whether they regarded themselves as strong or weak in learning foreign languages (c.f. 
5,2.1.1) and what aspect(s) they found most difficult or easiest (c.f. 5.2.2.2), most 
participants primarily responded according to their marks in pubic or school 
examinations. If Ihey could achieve high marks in examination, they would regard 
themselves as gifted in language learning and vice versa. If they could not achieve high 
marks for certain part of the examination paper or they felt very difficult to finish it, they 
would believe that this part was most difficult. 
Peer learning experiences refers to English learning experiences of other learners at 
school, including his classmates or students he knew at school, but except the learner 
himself. The present study found that the learning behavior of others would also help 
shape or influence a learner's beliefs about language learning. For instance, in the 
interview, Ella reported that she noticed one of her classmates, a very successful English 
learner, often read a lot of English books. Therefore, she also tried to read more, which 
indicated that her peer 's English learning behavior helped create or shape Ella's belief 
that reading a lot of English books was very helpful for English learning (c.f. 5.2.1.2). 
The subcategory, i.e., teachers' teaching, involved concrete teaching behaviors or 
activities at school. For example, when asked the participants in the interview how to 
expand vocabulary (c.f. 5.2. 4.3)，Jack, Anne, Vito and Tina held the view that one could 
expand one's vocabulary by reading the newspaper and keeping a note book. They 
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reported this method was introduced by their English teachers in secondary school. In 
other words, their beliefs about this issue were created or heavily influenced by their 
teachers. 
2. Previous and current social experiences 
The second category contained two subcategories: a) influence on language learners 
outside the classroom; and b) experiences of special social events. It meant that, apart 
from influences from their education, learners' beliefs were also influenced by factors 
from society, e.g., some second or foreign language learners in society or some social 
events related to language learning. For instance, Anne thought English was a difficult 
language to learn since her aunt told her that it required a large vocabulary. This example 
showed that Anne's belief about English difficulty was to a great extent shaped by her 
aunt's opinion, an out of school English learner. In addition, learners' beliefs were shaped 
by some social events that they experienced in life. Take Jack as an example. He recalled 
that when he was very young and waited for the train at the station, some foreigners 
asked him for direction. Since he didn't know English, he could not help (c.f. 5.2.5). This 
social event made him believe that it was very important to know English in order to 
communicate with people from other countries. This belief kept unchanged until now. 
3. Self-related factors 
The third category included three factors: a) self analysis; b) self knowledge; and c) 
instinct. These factors were all related to the learner himself. They were different from 
the previous outside factors since they were all from the inside of the learner. When 
learners answered the interview questions, sometimes they would give a conclusion based 
on their own analysis, knowledge or/and instinct. For example, when asked whether 
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everyone could learn to speak a foreign language (c.f. 5.2.1.1), all of them agreed with 
the statement since through self analysis or self reasoning, they thought, learners, as 
humans, smart or not, have a certain degree of cognitive ability to know the world and 
learn new things. 
Another example illustrates the factor of self-knowledge, including some common 
knowledge. Rita held the view that some people were gifted in learning foreign languages 
since she learnt from books that some people could speak six or seven foreign languages. 
Rita drew such a conclusion based on her own knowledge. Besides, some common 
knowledge was used by participants to explain their beliefs. For example, Jack, Rita and 
Tina proposed that people should start learning a foreign language before age three 
according to the common knowledge that most of the children could speak their mother 
tongue before age three. Sometimes, participants could give an answer to certain 
interview question but could not explain why. In such cases, they formed their beliefs 
about language learning according to their instinct. For example, in the survey Tina 
strongly agreed with the statement that it was important to speak a foreign language with 
an excellent accent (Item 7). When the researcher asked Tina the same question in the 
interview, she still agreed with this statement, but could not explain why, saying she just 
thought so. The example indicated that learners held certain views or beliefs, only due to 
their feeling or instinct. 
Previous research (e.g., Horwitz, 1987; Tumposky, 1999; Alexander and Dochy, 1994) 
also found that education and previous experiences played an important role in the 
process of learning belief formation. Peacock (1999) found a more specific answer and 
concluded that learning beliefs were mainly developed from six factors: secondary school, 
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family or friends, EFL lesson, the mass media, living abroad and university teachers. 
Results of the present study partially supported his conclusion, and added more factors, 
since learners' self analysis, self knowledge and instinct also contributed to the formation 
of learning beliefs. 
Moreover, the study supported the view that beliefs about language learning 
developed early in elementary and secondary school life (e.g., Chin and Brewer, 1993; 
Cantwell, 1998) or before college (Weinstein), since the present study could not find any 
beliefs formed in kindergarten after repeatedly reading the interview transcripts. However, 
it was found that some beliefs were formed earlier than other beliefs; this depended on 
different individuals, and their educational or social experiences. 
Responses by the interviewees indicated that certain beliefs about language learning 
may be formed or influenced by one factor or many factors, and most of times it was 
created by multiple factors. In other words, the process of shaping learning beliefs is very 
complex, involving many factors, as Rifkin (2000) has indicated. . 
5.3.2 Beliefs Specific to the Hong Kong Learning Context 
Through analyzing the interview data, several beliefs specific to the Hong Kong learning 
circumstances could be identified. Firstly, most Hong Kong learners believed that English 
was much easier to learn than Cantonese (c.f. 5.2.2). In their view, English words could 
be pronounced by looking at the combination of letters; and they could guess the meaning 
of certain English words with their suffixes or prefixes. Yet they could not do the same 
thing with Chinese. 
Secondly, Hong Kong English learners may prefer British accent to other accents, 
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since most of them learnt British English in primary schools. Hong Kong had been a 
colony of Britain and its official language was once British English. Thus, British English 
was more common in Hong Kong than other varieties of English. This also contributed to 
the formation of such a belief. 
Thirdly, as found by Horwitz (1987), Asian learners were motivated instrumentally. 
As in their survey, most of the interviewees indicated that they leamt English because it 
was very helpful in finding a job. Since Hong Kong is an international centre of trade and 
commerce and most of the larger companies use English to do business, it is natural for 
Hong Kong English learners to form such a motivational belief. 
Last but not least, Hong Kong learners seemed to believe that reading was easier than 
other English skills (e.g., writing, speaking and listening), and receiving input of English 
was easier than giving its output (c.f. 5.2.2.2). They felt that the Hong Kong education 
system produced more opportunities for practicing reading than other skills. And in their 
opinion, speaking needed to get improved first, since it was very useful in daily life and 
job-hunting. 
Since the study followed Horwitz' (1987) framework on learning beliefs, findings of 
the study didn't include other possible learning beliefs that were specific to the Hong 
Kong EFL learners, for instance, learners' beliefs about learning different languages in 
Hong Kong, i.e., Mandarin, English and Cantonese. Diab (2006) has found that learners 
from different cultural background had different beliefs about learning different 
languages and their relative difficulty levels. 
The study found some beliefs that might be contextualized in the Hong Kong English 
learning context, which, in turn, would influence their approaches or strategies to 
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language learning. These culture-loaded beliefs found in the present study supported the 
conclusion drawn by the previous research (e.g., Horwitz, 1999; Diab, 2006), which 
indicated that these cultural differences that might exist across different cultural groups 
were likely to be found in beliefs about the difficulty and the nature of language learning, 
and motivations. Yet, whether these beliefs found in the present study were unique to the 
Hong Kong learning context needed to be further confirmed, by comparing responses of 
learners from Hong Kong and other countries using context-sensitive instruments. 
5.4 Summary 
Chapter five reported on the participants' beliefs about foreign language aptitude, the 
nature of language learning, the difficulty of language learning, learning and 
communicative strategies, and motivation, with triangulated data collected in the survey 
and the interview. It was followed by a discussion about possible sources that helped 
create or shape their language learning beliefs, shedding light on the formation process of 
learning beliefs. Finally, some beliefs that might be specific to the Hong Kong learning 




Chapter Six begins with a summary of the significant findings and the major 
contributions of the study. Section 6.3 discusses the implications of the research for 
teaching and learning: (1) eliminating learners' inappropriate learning beliefs; (2) 
improving learners' correct views on language aptitude; (3) changing learners' views 
about the difficulty of foreign language learning; (4) increasing learners' knowledge on 
accents of other varieties of English; (5) providing more opportunities for practicing 
English with native speakers; and (6) adapting teachers' learning beliefs. Section 6.4 
offers some suggestions for future research based on the limitations of the present study. 
6.2 Summary of the Significant Findings 
The research questions that were proposed in Chapter One are addressed in this section. 
Research Question 1: What are the language learning beliefs of EFL students (and 
teachers) in the Technical Communication course in the ELTU at CUHK? When 
compared with other studies, are they specific to this learning context? 
The present study investigated learners' beliefs about language following the 
framework proposed by Horwitz (1987). First, it was found that participants generally 
endorsed the concept of foreign language aptitude or special abilities for language 
learning, but only a minority believed that they themselves possessed a special ability for 
foreign language learning. As for beliefs concerning the characteristics of good language 
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learners, the majority supported the belief that it is easier for children to leam a foreign 
language than adults, but they didn't feel that females were better than males at learning 
foreign languages. They also did not believe that people who were good at mathematics 
or science were not good at learning foreign languages. Secondly, participants generally 
supported the concept of a language learning difficulty hierarchy. Half of the participants 
rated English as a language of medium difficulty to learn. Thirdly, heavily influenced by 
a traditional orientation to learning English, more than half of the participants agreed that 
learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary 
words and grammar rules; only a quarter believed that learning a foreign language was 
mostly a matter of translating from Chinese. Furthermore, although the majority believed 
that it was important to repeat and practice a lot, half of them agreed that if beginners 
were allowed to make mistakes in the beginning, it would be hard to get rid of them later 
on. As for beliefs about motivation and expectations, participants possessed both 
instrumental and integrative motives for English learning. About eighty percent agreed 
that if they learned to speak English very well, it would help them get a good job. They 
also would like to learn English so that they could get to know its speakers better. 
The learning beliefs of the participants in the present study were compared with 
Yang (1999) to try to identify any beliefs that were specific to the Hong Kong learning 
context. Although there were differing beliefs among the two groups, since they were 
different in many other aspects, e.g., proficiency level and learning circumstances, in 
addition to cultural differences, it was premature to conclude that the differing beliefs 
identified were specific to the Hong Kong learning context 
As for teachers' learning beliefs, firstly, half of them agreed that some people were 
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born with a special ability to learn a foreign language. The majority of them disagreed 
that people who were good at mathematics or science were not good at learning foreign 
languages, and they didn't think Hong Kong Chinese were good at learning foreign 
languages. Like their students, they supported the concept of a language learning 
difficulty hierarchy, and the majority of them rated English as a language of medium 
difficulty to learn. Regarding beliefs about the nature of language learning, similar to 
their students, half of them believed that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter 
of learning a lot of new vocabulary words; however, they didn't agreed that it was mostly 
a matter of learning a lot of new grammar rules or translating from Chinese. Moreover, 
the majority of them disagreed that it was important to speak a foreign language with an 
excellent accent, and that if you were allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it would 
be hard to get rid of them later on. Lastly, all of them associated good English proficiency 
level with good job opportunities for students. 
Research Question 2: Are there mismatches in beliefs about language leaning between 
these EFL learners and teachers? If yes, will the findings confirm those found in 
Peacock's 1999 study? 
Mismatches in learning beliefs between teachers and students were mainly found in 
the following dimensions: beliefs about foreign language aptitude, beliefs about learning 
difficulties, beliefs about the nature of language learning, and beliefs about learning and 
communication strategies. Firstly, teachers and students differed in their beliefs about the 
role of gender and intelligence in foreign language 丨earning. Secondly, teachers regarded 
learning a foreign language as more difficult than students did, and thus estimated that it 
would took a longer time to learn to speak a foreign language fluently than students. 
Moreover, as for beliefs about the nature of language learning, half of the teachers agreed 
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that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of learning a lot of grammar rules; 
even so, the majority of them rejected the belief that learning a foreign language was 
mostly a matter of learning a lot of vocabulary words or translating from Chinese. Last 
but not least, teachers and students possessed different attitudes about mistakes. The 
majority of teachers disagreed with the belief that you shouldn't say anything in a foreign 
language until you could say it correctly; by contrast, only minority of students supported 
this view. 
Compared with Peacock's (1999) results on mismatches in learning beliefs between 
teachers and students, the present study found only two beliefs were not identified to be 
mismatches between teachers and students by the present study. The two beliefs were that 
“It is important to speak a foreign language with an excellent accent", and “It is important 
to practice in the language laboratory". Thus, findings of the present study, to a great 
extent, supported Peacock's findings (1999) on mismatched learning beliefs between 
teachers and students. 
Research Question 3: Is there an association between certain individual beliefs about 
language learning and proficiency? If yes, will the findings be similar to those found in 
Peacock (1999)? 
Results from the Pearson correlation test revealed that some individual beliefs which 
were associated with AS (Hong Kong Advanced Supplementary Level Examination) 
scores were not correlated with CE (Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination) 
scores, and vice versa. Only Item 4 (difficulty of learning English), Item 16 (Learning a 
foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary words), and Item 
26 (learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of translating from Chinese) were 
associated with both participants' AS scores and CE scores. Since teachers and students 
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held different beliefs, the study provided evidence for the notion that mismatches in 
learning beliefs between teachers and students may hinder students' language 
achievement. 
Four beliefs were identified by Peacock (1999) to be associated with language 
proficiency: 1) Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of 
grammar rules; 2) If someone spent one hour a day learning a foreign language, how long 
would it take him/her to become fluent? 3) If you are allowed to make mistakes in the 
beginning it will be hard to get rid of them later on; and 4) You shouldn't say anything in 
the foreign language until you can say it correctly. The present study partially supported 
Peacock's (1999) finding. Although Item 4 (Difficulty of learning English) and Item 16 
(Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary 
words) were both correlated with AS and CE scores, Item 9 (You shouldn't say anything 
in the foreign language until you can say it correctly) was not correlated with wither the 
participants' AS scores or CE scores, and Item 19 (If you are allowed to make mistakes in 
the beginning it will be hard to get rid of them later on) was only correlated with the 
participants' AS scores. 
Research Question 4: What are the sources of these students' beliefs about English 
learning? 
Based on the analysis of interview data, a list of factors were identified that may 
help create, shape or influence learners' beliefs about language learning. These factors 
were divided into three major categories: 1) previous English learning experiences at 
school, including kindergarten, primary and secondary school, and college; 2) previous 
and current social experiences; and 3) individual factors. The first category contained 
three subfactors: a) a learner's English learning experiences; b) peer learning experiences; 
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and c) teachers' teaching. The second category contained two subcategories: a) influence 
of language learners out of school; and b) experiences of special social events. The third 
category included three factors: a) self analysis; b) self knowledge; and c) instinct. These 
factors were all from the inside of the learner, and meant that when learners answered the 
interview questions, sometimes they would draw a conclusion based on their own 
analysis, knowledge or/and instinct. 
6.3 Implications of the Research 
This study attempted to identify mismatches between students and teachers that might 
hinder students' language learning, and identify factors that helped shape learning beliefs. 
In particular, this study examined the following aspects: 
1. Hong Kong EFL learners' and teachers' beliefs about language learning; 
2. Mismatched learning beliefs between teachers and students; 
3. The relationship between individual learning beliefs and learners' language 
proficiency; 
4. The relationship between mismatched learning beliefs between teachers and 
students, and learners' language proficiency; 
5. Factors that helped create or influence learning beliefs. 
Based on the research findings, the following implications for language teaching and 
learning were suggested. 
6.3.1 Eliminating Learners' Inappropriate Learning Beliefs 
The study found that fifty-nine percent of students agreed that learning a foreign 
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language was mostly a matter of learning a lot of new words; nearly sixty-one percent 
believed that it was mostly a matter of learning a lot of grammar rules. Besides, a quarter 
of participants believed that learning a foreign language was mostly a matter of 
translating from Chinese. It seemed that participants were heavily influenced by a 
traditional orientation to teaching English which emphasizes grammar and vocabulary 
learning. Previous research (e.g., Horwitz, 1988; Mantle-Bromley, 1995) have claimed 
that many learners have misconceptions about foreign language learning, e.g., the belief 
that learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary 
words. Peacock (1999) and the present study provided empirical evidence to support 
these notions. Both studies found that the belief that learning a foreign language was 
mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary words was negatively associated with 
learners' proficiency level. 
Besides, half of the participants believed that if beginners were allowed to make 
mistakes early on, it would be hard to get rid of them later. This belief would prevent 
students from practicing English and using the language in class, since they were afraid 
of making mistakes. It seems that learners held some learning beliefs that would be 
detrimental to language learning. About half of the participants took a neutral position to 
the statement that "I would ultimately learn to speak English very well". For example, 
Ella didn't believe that she would finally learn to speak English very well, even though 
she was the most proficient learner in the interview. She thought no matter how hard she 
learned English, she still could not achieve a native-like proficiency. This lack of 
confidence in foreign language learning would limit their progress. 
When asked whether it was important to understand the culture of the foreign 
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language one was studying, less proficient interviewees tended to feel that culture 
learning was not important or necessary to language learning; intermediate and high level 
interviewees regarded culture learning as necessary and helpful. 
The findings of the present study indicated that many learners held inappropriate 
learning beliefs. Therefore, this raises the issues about ways to respond to and change 
these incorrect beliefs. Teachers could change or eliminate learners' incorrect beliefs by 
informing them of related research findings or justifications of successful learners who 
disagreed with these learning beliefs so as to reshape their learning beliefs. 
6.3.2 Improving Learners' Perceptions of Foreign Language 
Aptitude 
Learners' views about foreign language aptitude can influence their confidence in 
managing language learning as well as their expectations for language learning 
achievement. The study found that nearly eighty-eight percent of participants agreed that 
"Some people are born with a special ability to learn a foreign", but only the minority 
(19.8%) endorsed the statement that "1 process a special ability for foreign language 
learning". If an individual believes that he or she does not possess a special ability for 
foreign language learning or cannot learn a foreign language well due to a lack of 
intelligence, this can lead to negative expectations about language achievement and the 
individual may become disheartened. Teachers with these students could facilitate 
discussions about other factors that influence language achievement (e.g., motivation, 
anxiety, learning strategies). As those are elements that students can control, it should 
help them b build up confidence and recognize that apart from language aptitude, there 
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are also other important language achievement predictors. 
In addition, teachers need to help learners better understand the nature of language 
aptitude and make them realize that those who were gifted in learning foreign languages 
are able to learn a foreign language in a shorter than average period of time, but those, 
who do not possess -a special ability for foreign language learning, could still learn to 
speak a foreign language by devoting more time and energy to it. 
6.3.3 Changing Learners' Views about the Difficulty of 
Foreign Language Learning 
When asked to rate the difficulty of learning English, about five percent of the survey 
respondents rated it as a very difficulty language, and sixteen percent rated English as an 
easy or very easy language. Moreover, in response to the question “If someone spent one 
hour a day learning a foreign, how long would it take them to speak the language very 
well’’，nearly seven percent of participants believed that it would take someone less than a 
year to speak fluently a foreign language, while almost five percent of participants 
believed that someone can't learn a foreign language in one hour a day. It was obvious 
that some participants overestimated or underestimated the difficulty of learning a foreign 
language. 
The student participants who believed that English was a relatively easy language and 
that they could learn to speak a foreign language fluently within less than one year were 
in potential danger of becoming very frustrated when their performance and results did 
not match their expectations. They might then become disillusioned with the class or with 
themselves. This cognitive dissonance may cause their attitudes to become less positive, 
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and they may not work with sufficient intensity. Ultimately, they may discontinue their 
language studies. The present study found that the easier learners found it to learn English, 
the lower their proficiency was. Therefore, to certain extent, it was reasonable for 
teachers to emphasize the difficulty of learning a foreign language. 
To help learners develop more realistic goals for language learning, teachers could 
review their own experiences and disclose the time they have invested in language 
learning. Students were usually startled by the number of hours they have spent to attain 
their current level of fluency and are quick to increase their time estimates. 
6.3.4 Increasing Learners' Knowledge of Accents in Varieties 
of English 
The study found that more than half (63.8%) of participants believed that it is 
important to speak a foreign language with an excellent accent. However, interview 
reports revealed that many interviewees had very limited knowledge about accents of 
different varieties of English. For instance, Eric and Tina didn't show any preference to 
the accent of any variety of English since they were not familiar with the differences 
between American English and British English, or other varieties of English. Besides, 
some interviewees (e.g., Ella, Jack) reported that listening was the most difficult aspect 
(c.f. 5.2.2.2), since they were not used to listening to people speaking English with 
accents other than British English and American English. Therefore, it is better for 
teacher to introduce knowledge of accents of other varieties of English and provide more 
listening exercise reflecting accents of different varieties of English so as to improve 
students' pronunciation, and make their communication with other non-native English 
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speakers easily. 
6.3.5 Providing More Opportunities for Practicing English 
with Native Speakers 
In the survey, seven among the nine interviewees indicated that they wanted to 
improve speaking most (c.f. 5.2.2.3). It was interesting to find that the most difficult 
aspect each interviewee reported was not necessarily the one that they most earnestly 
wanted to improve. When asked who they preferred to practice English, Hong Kong 
Chinese, or a native speaker of English, all the interviewees, despite their different 
proficiency level, indicated that they preferred to practice with native speakers for 
different reasons. What's more, in the survey, nearly seventy-three percent agreed with 
the statement, "I would like to learn English so that I can get to know its speakers better." 
This indicated that many participants were instrumentally motivated to learn a foreign 
language. However, although many participants showed a strong willingness to get to 
know English speakers, follow-up interviews indicated that most of them didn't know 
any English speakers and they seldom had the opportunity to speak with them. 
Teachers may help in this regard so that students' integrative motivation may be 
improved. For example, teachers could introduce some ways for students to meet more 
English speakers and instruct them on how to develop a friendship with foreigners. 
6.3.6 Adjusting Teachers' English Learning Beliefs 
In the present study, language teachers were shown to play an important role in the 
students' belief formation and development. Students tended to draw on their school 
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teachers' practice to solidify their beliefs. For example, in the interview, when asked how 
to expand one's vocabulary, at least three of the nine interviewees (Anne, Vito, and Tina) 
clearly indicated that they expanded their vocabulary following the methods they had 
learnt from their secondary school teachers. Take Jack for another example. When asked 
how to learn grammar effectively, he stated that keeping a grammar reference book was 
important for grammar learning, since his English teachers always had a grammar book 
on hand and, if they had questions, they would consult the book. This indicated that many 
students tended to be authority-oriented and their learning beliefs were heavily influenced 
by their teachers. Besides, the study found that teachers' beliefs would be accepted by 
their students unconsciously and remain unchanged for many years. Therefore, teachers 
needed to be aware of their role in shaping learners' learning beliefs. 
Like students, however, some teachers were found to possess inappropriate beliefs 
that could be detrimental to language learning. For example, one teacher believed that 
English was a very difficulty language and, half of the teachers agreed with the statement 
that "Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary 
words." 
Teachers should carefully evaluate their own beliefs on the basis of actual classroom 
activities and then eliminate inappropriate learning beliefs before they changed learning 
beliefs of their students, since as Peacock (2001) has suggested, teachers' mistaken 
learning beliefs could influence their teaching and their future students' language learning 
for decades. If teachers do so and kept teaching their students guided by the incorrect 
beliefs, this would make these incorrect beliefs become stabilized in learners' system of 
language learning beliefs, more quickly and solidly. Then, removing or changing these 
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beliefs would be much more difficult. 
6.4 Limitations of the Present Study 
The present research adopted a mixed method approach to investigate learners' and 
teachers' beliefs about language learning. It further explored the relationship between 
mismatched beliefs and language proficiency. Due to various constraints, however, 
several limitations existed in the study. 
Pi,-St of all, since the present study focused on investigating learning beliefs of 
students at the Faculty of Engineering at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, 
inferences drawn from the results of this study are limited by the nature of this particular 
sample used. Replication of the study with language learners of varying levels of 
proficiency and backgrounds in different learning contexts is necessary to understand 
how well there results may be generalized to other EFL students in Hong Kong. 
Secondly, the mismatched learning beliefs between teachers and students were 
identified by comparing learning beliefs of six language and about two hundred teachers. 
Since the number of teachers was very small, the generalisability of the results is limited 
to other learning situations. 
Thirdly, the present study identified several factors that helped create, shape or 
influence learners' beliefs about language learning, mainly based on the interview data. 
However, there may exist other factors. In addition, the different types of interview would 
elicit different responses from participants, which may make participants stress certain 
source(s) of learning beliefs. Based on collected interview data, it might be unreasonable 
to conclude which factor made the most impacts on learners' beliefs formation. 
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6.5 Suggestions for Further Studies 
Based on the findings and limitations of the present study, a number of suggestions are 
proposed for future research. 
Firstly, since the study focused on investigating the learning beliefs of engineering 
students and their English language teachers, findings might be characteristic of this 
particular population. It is necessary to replicate the present research with participants in 
other areas of specialization. . 
Secondly, the study identified ten mismatched learning beliefs between teachers and 
students in learning beliefs. Not all these mismatches were necessarily associated with 
learners' language achievement. Since few research had investigated this issue, further 
studies are needed on this issue to determine further mismatched learning beliefs between 
different teachers and students in various learning contexts. This would provide more 
insights into relationship between mismatched learning beliefs and language proficiency, 
and give language teachers appropriate guidance in changing learners' learning beliefs. 
Thirdly, the present study investigated the learning beliefs of only a small number of 
language teachers. Further research would invite more teachers to participate in similar 
research in order to develop a broader, more comprehensive picture of the mismatched 
learning beliefs between teachers and students. 
Fourthly, the study identified differences among teachers concerning certain 
individual 丨earning beliefs. For example, half agreed that learning a foreign language is 
mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary, while the others disagreed. Five 
teachers disagreed with the statement, "If you are allowed to make mistakes in the 
beginning it will be hard to get rid of them later on", with one teacher assuming a neutral 
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position. It is important to explore how teachers' learning beliefs such as this may 
influence learners' beliefs and language achievement. 
Furthermore, in terms of research methodology, the study found discrepancies 
between the quantitative questionnaire and qualitative interview data when the two data 
sets were analyzed independently. For example, in the survey Eric disagreed that women 
were better than men at learning foreign languages. Yet. his interview report was 
contradictory. Follow-up interviews indicated that when participants were pushed to 
review survey questions, they sometimes modified their answer and provided a detailed 
explanation for doing so. It seemed that the main reason for the discrepancies was that 
participants had to fill in many belief statements at a time and didn't think about each 
statement thoroughly. This revealed the need to reduce the length of surveys (if possible) 
and to incorporate interviews into a study of this nature. In the present study, the 
triangulation of the quantitative and qualitative data helped to ensure the validity of the 
findings. This mixed method approach is recommended for future studies on language 
learning beliefs. 
Last but not the least, the present study identified factors that helped shape learners' 
beliefs about language learning based on the interview data collected from nine 
interviewees, with varying levels of proficiency. Future research could involve more 
interviewees. This may produce insight into the source of a single individual learning 
belief. More importantly, a larger amount of interview data would be available. It could 
be quantified, and solid conclusions could be drawn. 
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6.6 Summary 
The present study investigated the relationship between beliefs about English learning 
and learners' proficiency levels at a tertiary institution in Hong Kong. It also explored the 
origin of students' English learning beliefs. This chapter addressed the research questions, 
incorporating the findings and analysis. The findings of the current research indicated that 
teachers had quite different learning beliefs from students and mismatched beliefs 
between them were not necessarily negatively associated with students' proficiency levels, 
and learners' beliefs about English learning were formed by their previous English 
learning experiences at school, previous and current social experiences, and self-related 
factors. Further studies need to be conducted in this context to better understand these 
issues，so as to enhance both teachers' and students' beliefs about English learning. 
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Appendix A: Sample Questionnaire for Beliefs 
about Language Learning 
Dear student, 
We are conducting research to improve university students' English proficiency in 
Hong Kong. This survey will take you no more than 10 minutes to finish. Your 
information and idea will only be used for academic research, 
your cooperation and help. 
Thank you so much for 
Part 1 Personal Information (*to be kept strictly confidential) 
Please fill in the items and put a tick ” V “ in the appropriate boxes 
1. Full Name : ( English) 
2. Age: 3. Sex: D M O F 4. Major 
(Chinese) 
5. Yr of studies: D l^ ' 0 0 • 4 ' h • 5山 
6. Birth Place: • Hong Kong • Mainland • Others, please specify 
7. College: • N A C • Shaw • United • Chung Chi 
8. Email address: 
9. Do you take the course "ELTl 111 Technical Communicat ion" this semester? 
• Yes • No 
0. How long have you been living in Hong Kong? years 
1. Mother tongue: • Cantonese • Putonghua • Others, please specify: 
2. Languages spoken: 
• Cantonese • Putonghua DEnglish • Others, please specify: 
3. How long have you been studying English in school? years 
4. Where did you spend your childhood? 
• Hong Kong • Others, please specify: 
5. Language(s) used at home (You may choose more than one option.) 
• Cantonese • Putonghua • English, • others, please specify: 
6. What languages does your mother know? (You may choose more than one option.) 
• Cantonese • Putonghua • English, • others, please specify: 
7. What languages does your father know? (You may choose more than one option.) 
• Cantonese • Putonghua • English, • Others, please specify: 
8. Languages spoken in your neighborhood 
• Cantonese • Putonghua • English, • Others, please specify: 
9. The medium of instruction at kindergarten: 
n Cantonese • Putonghua • English, • Others, please specify: 
20. The medium of instruction at primary school: 
• Cantonese • Putonghua • English, • Others, please specify: 
21. The medium of instruction at secondary school: 
• Cantonese • Putonghua • English, • Others, please specify: 
22. Which stream did you study at secondary school? (You may choose more than one option.) 
• Science • Arts • Commerce • Others, please specify: 
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23. What grade did you receive in the AS Use of English Examination? 
• A D B D C D D D E • Not applicable 
24. What grade did you receive in the CE English Language Examination? 
• A D B D C D D D E • Not applicable 
25. Have you studied some other foreign languages in addition to English? • Yes • No 
If Yes, which foreign language(s) have you studied? 
How long have you studied the foreign language(s)? 
What 's your level of proficiency in that language(s)? 
• Elementary • Pre-intermediate • Intermediate • Upper-intermediate • Advanced 
26. Have you ever lived abroad? • Yes • No 
If Yes, when did you live? 
Where did you live? For how long? 
27. Have you participated in a study abroad program in an English-speaking country? 
• Yes • No 
If Yes, when? Where? For how long? 
28. How much effort are you putting into improving your English proficiency in your 
academic life? 
• A little • Not much • A small amount • A considerable amount • A huge amount 
29. How much effort are you putting into improving your English proficiency in your social 
life? 
• A little • Not much • A small amount • A considerable amount • A huge amount 
Part 2 Self-evaluation of English Proficiency 
1. How would you rate your overall English language ability 
• Very poor • Poor • Fair • Good 
2 . 1 speak English • 
• not at all • a little • fairly fluently 
3 .1 understand English _ 
• not at all • a little 
4 . 1 write English 
• not at all • a little 
5 . 1 read English . 
• fairly fluently 
• fairly fluently 
• Very good 
• very fluently • like 
• very fluently 








native speaker • not at all • a little • fairly fluently • very fluently 
6. Are you satisfied with your current level of English proficiency? 
• Not really • Could be better • It 's all right • Yes 
7. Please indicate the level of English proficiency that would satisfy you. 
• Elementary • Pre-intermediate • Intermediate • Upper-intermediate • Advanced 
• Definitely Yes 
Part 3 Beliefs about English Learning 
Below are beliefs that some people have about learning foreign languages. Please read each 
statement and then decide if you: (1) strongly agree; (2) agree; (3) neither agree nor disagree; (4) 
disagree; or (5) strongly disagree. There are no right or wrong answers. We are simply interested in 
your opinions. Questions 4 and 12 are slightly different and please mark them as indicated. Please tick 
(V) one number (and only one) for each item. 
1 It is easier for children than adults to learn a foreign language. 
• (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
2 Some people have a special ability for learning foreign languages. 
‘ (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
3. Some languages are easier to learn than others. 
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(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
4. English is: 
(a) a very difficult language ( b) a difficult language 
(c) a language of medium difficulty (d) an easy language 
(e) a very easy language 
5. English is structured in the same way as Chinese. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
6 . 1 believe that I will ultimately learn to speak English very well. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
7. It is important to speak a foreign language with an excellent accent. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
8. It is necessary to know the foreign culture in order to speak the foreign language. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
9. You shouldn't say anything in the foreign language until you can say it correctly. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
0. It is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign language to learn another one. 
(1) (2) (3) h (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
1. It is better to learn a foreign language in the foreign country. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
2. If I heard someone speaking English, I would go up to them so that I could practice 
speaking the language. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
3. It 's O.K. to guess if you don' t know a word in the foreign language. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
4. If someone spent one hour a day learning a foreign language, how long would it take 
im/her to become fluent? 
(a) less than a year (b) 1 -2 years 
(c) 3-5 years (d) 5-10 years 
(e) You can't learn a language in 1 hour a day. 
5 .1 have foreign language aptitude (a special ability for learning foreign languages). 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
6. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary words 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
7. It is important to repeat and practice a lot. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
8 .1 feel self-conscious speaking a foreign language in front of other people. 
(1) � (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
9. If you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it will be hard to get rid of them later on 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) “ 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
20. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of grammar rules. 
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(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
21. It is important to practice with cassettes or tapes. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) ( 5 ) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
22. Women are better than men at learning foreign languages. 
(I) (2) (3) 













strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree 
24. It is easier to speak than understand a foreign language. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree 
25. Learning a foreign language is different from learning other school subjects, 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
26. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of translating from Chinese. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
27. If I learn to speak English well, it will help me get a good job. 
(I) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
28. It is easier to read and write a foreign language than to speak and understand it. 
(I) � （3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
29. People who are good at maths or science are not good at learning foreign languages. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
30. Hong Kong Chinese think that it is important to speak a foreign language. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree 
31 .1 would like to learn English so that I can get to know its speakers better. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree 
32. People who speak more than one language well are very intelligent. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree 
33. Hong Kong Chinese are good at learning foreign languages. 
(I) (2) (3) (4) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree 
34. Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree 
35. 1 want to learn to speak English well. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) 
strongly agree agree neither agree nor disagree disagree 
36. I would like to have English-speaking friends. 
(1) (2) (3) (4) 













Your effort is greatly appreciated! 
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Appendix B: Sample Questionnaire on Teachers 
Beliefs about Language Learning 
* Do not write your name on this sheet - please fill it out and return it. 
* Your name will not be used: all answers will be treated confidentially. 
* Below are beliefs some people have about learning foreign languages. 
* Please tick (V) one box (and only one) for each item. 
* Questions 4 and 12 are slightly different and you should mark them as indicated. 
* Thank you very much for your help. 
1 = STRONGLY A G R E E 
2 = A G R E E 
3 = NEITHER A G R E E NOR D I S A G R E E 
4 = D I S A G R E E 
5 = STRONGLY D I S A G R E E 
# I T E M 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 It is easier for children than adults to learn a foreign language. 
2 Some people are born with a special ability which helps them learn a 
foreign language. 
3 Some languages are easier to learn than others. 
4 English is 1) a very difficult language 2) a difficult language 
3) a language of medium difficulty 
4) an easy language 
5) a very easy language. 
5 English is structured in the same way as Chinese. 
6 It is important to speak a foreign language with an excellent accent. 
7 It is necessary to know the foreign culture in order to speak the foreign 
language. 
8 You shouldn' t say anything in the foreign language until you can say it 
correctly. 
9 It is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign language to learn 
another one. 
10 It is better to learn a foreign language in the foreign country. 
11 It 's O.K. to guess if you don' t know a word in the foreign language. 
12 If someone spent one hour a day learning a foreign language, how lon‘2 
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would it take him/her to become fluent? 
1) less than a year 2) 1-2 years 3) 3-5 years 
4) 5-10 years 5) You can' t learn a language in 1 hour a day. 
13 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of new 
vocabulary words. 
14 It is important to repeat and practice a lot. 
15 If you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it will be hard to 
get rid of them later on. 
16 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter ot learning a lot of 
grammar rules. 
17 It is important to practice in the language laboratory. 
18 Women are better than men at learning foreign languages. • 
19 It is easier to speak than understand a foreign language. 
20 Learning a foreign language is ditterent f rom learning other school 
subjects. 
21 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter ot translating trom 
Chinese. 
22 If my students learn to speak English very well, it will help them get a 
good job. 
23 It is easier to read and write a foreign language than to speak and 
understand it. 
24 People who are good at maths and science are not good at learning 
foreign languages. 
25 Hong Kong Chinese think that it is important to speak a foreign 
language. 
26 People who speak more than one language well are very intelligent. 
27 Hong Kong Chinese are good at learning foreign languages. 
28 Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language. 
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Appendix C: Sample Semi-structured Interview 
Protocol 
Interviewee: Date: 
Thank you for filling in the questionnaire. I really appreciate this. It is very helpful for me 
to understand your beliefs about English learning. Now I would like to ask you some 
more questions to better understand your foreign language learning beliefs. 
Dimensions in the BALLI 
T. Foreign Lanf>iiage Aptitude (Items 1，2，10’ 15，22’ 29, 32’ 33’ 34)_ 
1, It is easier for children than adults to learn a foreign language. 
2. Some people have a special ability for learning foreign languages. 
10. It is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign language to learn another one. 
“ 1 5 , 1 have foreign language aptitude (a special ability for learning foreign languages). 
22. Women are better than men at learning foreign languages. 
29. People who are good at maths or science are not good at learning foreign languages. 
“32. People who speak more than one language well are very intelligent. 
33. Hong Kong Chinese are good at learning foreign languages. 
34. Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language. 
1. Do you think that some people are gifted in leaning foreign languages? Please explain 
why. (Item 2’ Item 29). 
2. At what age do you think it is best to begin learning a foreign language? Why? 
3. Do you think it's possible to learn a foreign language well if you start learning it as an 
adult? Please explain. (Item 1) 
4. Think of someone you know who is exceptionally good at learning a foreign language. 
Why do you think this person is so successful? 
5. Do you regard yourself as strong or weak in learning foreign languages? Why? (Item 
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15) 
6. Some people find it very difficult to leam a foreign language. What do you think are 
some reasons for this? 
II. The Diff iculty of Language Learn ine (Items 3, 4，6，14’ 24, 28) 
3. Some languages are easier to learn than others. 
4. English is a difficult language. 
^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 6 .1 believe that I will ultimately learn to speak English very well. 
14. If someone spent one hour a day learning a foreign language, how long would it take 
him/her to become fluent? 
24. It is easier to speak than understand a foreign language. 
28. It is easier to read and write a foreign language than to speak and understand it. 
1. Do you think English is a difficult language for non-native speakers to learn? Why? 
(Items 3，4, 14) 
2. What aspects do you find most difficult? The easiest? (Items 24, 28) 
3. Are you satisfied with your proficiency in English? What aspects would you like to 
improve? 
n i . The Nature of Language Learning (Items 8, 11, 16，20, 25, 26) 
8. It is necessary to know the foreign culture in order to speak the foreign language. 
11. It is better to learn a foreign language in the foreign country. 
1(3 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of new vocabulary words 
20. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of grammar rules. 
25. Learning a foreign language is different f rom learning other school subjects 
‘25. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of translating f rom Chinese. 
1. What role does culture play in the language learning process? Do you think it is 
important to understand the culture of the foreign language one is studying? Why? (Item 
8) 
2. How is learning a foreign language different from learning other school subjects? (Item 
25) 
3. What is the difference between learning English as a foreign language in a formal 
classroom setting and learning the language informally in an English-speaking country? 
Which do you think is better? (Item 11) 
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4. What do you think are the most important aspects in learning English as a foreign 
language (e.g., grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation)? Why? (Items 16，20, 26) 
IV. Learning and Communica t ion Strategies (Items 7，9, 12, 13, 17, 18, 19, 21) 
7. It is important to speak a foreign language with an excellent accent. 
9. You shouldn't say anything in the foreign language until you can say it correctly. 
12. If I heard someone speaking English, I would go up to them so that I could practice 
speaking the language. 
13. It's O.K. to guess if you don ' t know a word in the foreign language. 
17. It is important to repeat and practice a lot. 
18. I feel self-conscious speaking a foreign language in front of other people. 
19. If you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it will be hard to get rid of them later 
on. 
21. It is important to practice with cassettes or tapes. 
Pronunciation ‘ 
1. There are many native-speaker varieties of English (e.g., British English, American 
English, Canadian English, Australian English, New Zealand English)? Do you have a 
preference for a specific variety? Why? (Item 7) 
• Where do you like your foreign English language teachers to come from (e.g., UK, 
USA, Canada, Australia, New Zealand)? 
• Do you wish to develop an accent linked to a particular variety of English (e.g., British 
English, American English, Canadian English, Australian English, New Zealand English, 
Hong Kong English)? Why or why not? 
• Do you always prefer this variety of English? If not, when and why did your views 
change? 
2. Do you prefer to practice English with another Hong Kong Chinese or a native speaker 
of English? Why? 
3. How do you think foreign language learners can improve their pronunciation? 
4. What strategies do you use to improve your pronunciation? 
• Why do you think these strategies are effective? 
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Grammar 
1. How do you learn grammar best? Please explain the strategies you use. 
• How did you develop these strategies? 
• Why do you think they are effective? 
2. What advice would you give to others to improve their grammar? 
Vocabulary 
1. How are you expanding your vocabulary in English? 
• Where did you learn these strategies? . 
• Why do you think these strategies are effective? 
2. What advice would you give to others to expand their vocabulary? 
Reading 
1. How are you trying to improve your academic reading skills in English? 
• Where did you learn these strategies? 
參 Why do you think they are effective? 
2 What suggestions do you have for other language learners who wish to improve their 
academic reading skills in English? 
Writing 
1 How are you trying to improve your academic writing skills in English? Why? 
• Where did you learn these strategies? 
• Do you think it is working to you? Please explain why. 
2. What suggestions do you have for other language learners who wish to improve their 
academic writing skills in English? 
Speaking 
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1. How are you trying to improve your oral communication skills in English? 
• What strategies do you use? 
• Do you think they are effective? Please explain why. 
2. To improve your English, do you think it is important to have opportunities to speak 
English with other people? Please explain why. (Item 12) 
3. When you make grammar mistakes while speaking, do you mind being corrected? 
Why or why not? (Item 9’ 19) 
• If not, do you prefer to be interrupted right away or would you rather finish speaking 
first? Please explain why. 
V. Mot ivat ions (Items 27，30，31) 
27. If I learn to speak English well, it will help me get a good job. 
30. Hong Kong Chinese think that it is important to speak a foreign language. 
3 1 . 1 would like to learn English so that I can get to know its speakers better. 
1. What are your reasons for learning English? What motivates you? (Items 27, 30, 31) 
• There are many types of motivation for learning English, like examination, interest, etc. 
Which motivation do you think is more effective in assisting your English learning? 
Please explain why. 
2. Has your motivation changed in any way a you get older? If yes, why? 
Final reflections on Beliefs 
1. Are there any persons or experiences that have influenced your beliefs about how 
people learn languages best? Please explain. 
2. Have any of your beliefs about language learning changed? If yes, in what way? 
3. Do you have any other comments that you would like to make about language learning 
beliefs? 
Thank you for answering these questions. I appreciate the time that you have spent with 
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Appendix D: Sample Content Form 
Investigating Hong Kong University Students' Beliefs about English Learning 
Consent Form 
I * 门 a ^ e e / • disagree to participate in the study entitled "Investigating Hong 
Kong University Students' Beliefs about English Learning" which is conducted by Pan 
Lin Felicity, an M.Phil student in the Department of English at the Chinese University of 
Hong Kong. The study will take place from Sept 2008 to July 2009. 
I understand the study will investigate the learning beliefs of University 
engineering students. I understand that my answers to any questions will not have any 
influence on my class performance or my standing at the university. I may withdraw from 
the study at any time and refuse to answer any particular question. I may contact the 
researcher at any time to give my reactions and comments about the study. 
I understand that I will provide my name, phone numbers and email address but 
only the researcher will have access to the information. I understand that this personal 
information will be kept strictly confidential. I also know that once the study is finished, 
my personal information will be destroyed. If requested, the researcher will give me the 
results of the study once it is complete. 




Day Month Year 
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LETTER TO PROGRAM DIRECTOR 
Dear Prof. XXX, 
1 am writing to get your support for my M.Phil study which will be conducted in 
2008-2009 fall semester. The study aims to investigate Hong Kong University students' 
beliefs about language learning by administrating the beliefs about language learning 
inventory. 
To achieve the goal of the study, I would appreciate your support and permission to 
conduct this study with students taking the course " E L T l l l l TECHNICAL 
COMMUNICATIONS" in the English Language Teaching Unit. With this letter, I have 
attached a consent form. 1 would appreciate it if you would fill it in and return to me for 
record purpose. 
Should there be any enquiry about the details of my study, please feel free to contact me 
� E m a i l : fpan@cuhk.edu.hk or Mobile: 67548768〉，my supervisor Prof. Jane Jackson of 
the Department of English <jiackson@ciihk.edu.hk>, and/or the committee members Prof. 
Jette Hansen Edwards <ihansen@cuhk.edu.hk>. Prof. Carmen Lee 
<Carmenle.e@cuhk.edu.hk> or Prof. Gwendolyn Gong < ggQng@ciihk.edu.hk >. 
Thank you for your support. 
Yours sincerely, 
Felicity Lin Pan 
year M.Phil student in Applied English Linguistics 
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Appendix E: Full result of Students' Beliefs about 
Language Learning Inventory (As Percentage) 
# 








1 It is easier for children than adults to learn a foreign 
language. 
89.8 7.3 2.8 
2 S o m e people are born with a special ability which helps 
them learn a foreign language. 
87.6 10.2 2.3 
3 S o m e languages are easier to learn than others. 80.2 15.8 4.0 
4 
English is 1) a very dit t icult language 
‘ 2) a difficult language 
3) a language of medium difficulty 
4) an easy language 
5) a very easy language. 
26.3 57.7 16.0 
5 Enelish is structured in the same way as Chinese . 6.2 19.8 74.0 
6 I believe that I will ultimately learn to speak English 
very well. 
41.2 46.9 11.9 
7 It is important to speak a foreign language with an 
excellent accent. 
63.8 27.1 8.5 
8 It is necessary to know the foreign culture m order to 
speak the foreign language. 
47.5 32.2 20.3 
9 You shouldn ' t say anything in the foreign language 
until you can say it correctly. 
10.2 27.1 62.7 
10 It is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign 
language to learn another one. 
43.2 34.7 22.2 
11 It is better to learn a foreign language in the foreign 
country. 
84.1 11.4 4.5 
12 
If I heard someone speaking English, 1 would go up to 
them so that I could practice speaking the language. 
31.6 43.5 24.9 
13 It 's O.K. to guess if you don ' t know a word in the 
foreign language. 
57.1 33.3 9.0 
14 If someone spent one hour a day learning a foreign 
language, how long would it take him/her to b e c o m e 
tluSit? 
(a) less than a year 
(b) 1-2 years 
(c) 3-5 years 
(d) 5 -10 years 
(e) You can ' t learn a language in 1 hour a day. 
46.3 30.5 22.0 
15 I have foreign language apti tude (a special ability tor 
learning foreign languages) . 
19.8 38.4 41.8 
16 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter ot 
learning a lot of new vocabulary words. 
59.3 23.7 16.4 
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17 It is important to repeat and practice a lot. 93.2 5.6 1.1 
18 I feel self-conscious speaking a foreign language in 
front of other people. 
38.4 40.1 18.6 
19 If you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it 
will be hard to get rid of them later on. 
50.3 29.4 19.8 
20 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of 
learning a lot of g rammar rules. 
60.5 26.0 13.6 
21 It is important to practice in the language laboratory. 35.6 47.5 16.9 
22 Women are better than men at learning foreign 
languages. 
42.4 37.3 20.3 
23 If I get to speak English very well, I will have many 
opportunit ies to use it. 
76.3 14.7 9.0 
24 It is easier to speak than understand a foreign language. 35.0 32.8 32.2 
25 Learning a foreign language is di t terent t rom learning 
other school subjects. 
71.8 23.7 4.5 
26 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of 
translating f rom Chinese. 
25.4 33.9 • 40.1 
27 If I learn to speak English well, it will help m e get a 
^ood job. 
86.4 11.9 1.7 
28 it is easier to read and write a foreign language than to 
speak and understand it. 
43.5 36.2 20.3 
29 people who are good at maths or science are not 
good at learning foreign languages. 
20.3 39.0 40.1 
30 Hong Kong Chinese think that it is important to 
speak a foreign langua^^e. 
78.5 18.1 3.4 
31 I would like to learn English so that I can get to 
know native speakers better. 
72.9 20.3 6.2 
32 people who speak more than one language well 
are very intelligent. 
58.3 32.3 9.6 
33 Hong Kong Chinese are good at learning foreign 
languages. 
30.5 54.2 15.3 
34 Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language. 69.5 21.5 9.0 
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Appendix F: Full result of Teachers，Beliefs about 
Language Learning Inventory (As Percentage) 
# 








1 It is easier for children than adults to learn a foreign 
language. 
6 
2 Some people are born with a special ability which helps 
them learn a foreijiii language. 
3 2 1 
3 Some languages are easier to learn than others. 5 1 
4 
English is 1) a very difficult language 
1 
2) a difficult language 
3) a language of medium difficulty 
4) an easy language 
5 ) a very easy language. 
5 
5 English is structured in the same way as Chinese. 6 
6 It is important to speak a foreign language with an 
excellent accent. 
2 4 
7 It is necessary to know the foreign culture in order to 
speak the foreign language. 
3 1 2 
8 You shouldn't say anything in the foreign language until 
YOU can say it correct ly . 
1 5 
9 it is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign 
language to learn another one. 
3 2 1 
10 It is better to learn a foreign language in the foreign 
country. 
6 




If someone spent one hour a day learning a foreign 
language, how long would it take him/her to become 
fluent? 
1) less than a year 2) 1 -2 years 3) 3-5 
years 
4) 5-10 years 5) You can't learn a language in 1 
hour a day. 
1 2 3 
13 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter ot learning 
a lot of new vocabulary words. 
3 3 
14 It is important to repeat and practice a lot. 6 
15 If you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning it 
will be hard to get rid of them later on. 
1 5 
16 Learning a foreipn language is mostly a matter ot learning | 1 5 
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a lot of grammar rules. 
17 It is important to practice in the language laboratory. 2 2 2 
18 Women are better than men at learning foreign languages. 6 
19 It is easier to speak than understand a foreign language. 1 1 4 
20 Learning a foreign language is different from learning 
other school subjects. 
6 
21 Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of 
translating from Chinese. 
1 1 4 
22 If my students learn to speak English very well, it will help 
them get a good job. 
6 
23 It is easier to read and write a foreign language than to 
speak and understand it. 
4 1 1 
24 people who are good at maths or science are not good at 
learning foreign languages. 
1 5 
25 Hong Kong Chinese think that it is important to speak a 
foreign laiisuage. 
3 2 1 
26 people who speak more than one language well are very 
intelligent. 
1 2 . 3 
27 Hong Kong Chinese are good at learning foreign 
languages. 
1 3 2 
28 Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language. 6 
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Appendix G: Comparison between Teachers and 
Students on Language Learning Beliefs (As 
Percentage) 









1 It is easier for children than adults to 
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English is l ) a very difticult language 
2) a difficult language 
3) a language of medium 
difficulty 
4) an easy language 


















6.4 14.1 79.5 
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6 It is important to speak a foreign 
language with 
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learning a foreign language, how long 
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fluent? 
1) less than a year 2)1-2 
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Notes: S=Students, T=Teachers 
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